
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The influence of self and similarity on immediate affective impressions of people

Ruys, K.I.

Publication date
2004
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Ruys, K. I. (2004). The influence of self and similarity on immediate affective impressions of
people. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-influence-of-self-and-similarity-on-immediate-affective-impressions-of-people(29a0581c-7b2d-4642-b657-2cf261770bf8).html


B ^ B The influence of S G I T and 

^ ^ ^ ^ B ' " ^ H similarity 
on immediate affective impressions 

of people 

> 

3 

c 
o 
to 



The influence of self and similarity on 
immediate affective impressions of 

people 

Kirsten Inger Ruys 



Cover design Myrthe Ruys 
Cover photograph Peter Elich 
Layout design Jasper Kaizer and Î T̂ X 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

It is often crystal clear to us, even at first sight, whether we like or dis
like a person. Why this is so is often less evident. Most people would 
probably say that their preferences are based on the qualities of a per
son. However we doubt that people always form a first impression by 
assessing and evaluating a person's characteristics, especially when 
immediate affective impressions are concerned. If so, it seems likely 
that factors outside the person of interest, such as the influence of 
other people, remembered or in the environment, may affect affective 
first impressions. 

Zajonc (1980) supports the idea that we may immediately prefer 
one person to the other: 

"One cannot be introduced to a person without experienc
ing some immediate feeling of attraction or repulsion and 
without gauging such feelings on the part of the other" (p. 
153). 

Moreover, recent research by Duckworth, Bargh, Garcia, and Chaiken 
(2002) demonstrated that 

"...all experience is continually evaluated as positive or 
negative, whether one ponders one's feelings about it or 
not", (pp. 518-519). 

What produces these immediate evaluations or affective responses, 
however, remains largely unclear in the literature. We argue that 
the social context can be an important determinant of the direction 
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10 Introduction 

of automatic evaluations, as is the case with more controlled social 
judgments or evaluations. In the investigation of person evaluations 
we propose that the social context often consists of (comparisons to) 
other people in the environment, even when the evaluations are au
tomatic or immediate. The aim of this thesis was to investigate when 
a contextual person serves as a comparison standard for automatic 
(or immediate) evaluations, and how comparison processes may in
fluence the direction of the evaluation. 

In research on social judgment or evaluations, contextual influ
ences are often found. For instance, how people evaluate Michael 
Jackson may depend on whether we talk about his qualities as a mu
sician (possibly positive) or the way he raises his children (probably 
negative). Hence, the personality traits that are activated determine 
the evaluation of Michael Jackson (Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977). 
Other examples of external factors that may influence social judg
ments are the weather (Schwarz & Clore, 1983), the availability of a 
comparison standard (Mussweiler & Strack, 1999), and the presence 
of a category or group label (Tajfel, 1978). 

Nevertheless, the idea that the social context may influence social 
judgments or evaluations is strangely absent in the current theoriz
ing on automatic evaluations. In an overview article, Fazio (2001) 
assumes that the presentation of an attitude object automatically acti
vates the evaluation that an individual associates with the object from 
memory. However, Fazio's assumption contradicts the idea that peo
ple automatically evaluate every object they encounter (Duckworth et 
al., 2002) because this assumption implies that people do not au
tomatically evaluate new objects of which no evaluation is stored in 
memory. In addition, Fazio's assumption implies that automatic eval
uations are not determined by contextual factors, unlike other so
cial judgments or evaluations. In contrast, we argue that, similar to 
other social judgments, automatic evaluations may also depend on 
the available social context, especially when these automatic evalua
tions concern people we have never seen before. 

In our view, the evaluation of a person is most likely to be affected 
by a social context constituted of other people in the environment. For 
instance, a person may influence the evaluation of another person by 
serving as a comparison standard because these people belong to 
a similar category, they are distinct entities, or they may share rele
vant characteristics. According to Stapel and Koomen (2000, 2001) 
these three attributes generally evoke the occurrence of comparison 
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processes between objects. 
One of the central arguments of this thesis is that the self may 

also influence the way a new person is evaluated. After all, we as per-
ceivers are people too. Although many people believe that they evalu
ate a new person based on their characteristics, people carry a lot of 
baggage in memory that may influence their evaluations. This implies 
that the self can also be a source of information that may influence the 
evaluation of a person. Please note, we conceive of "self" here in the 
broadest sense implied in self-categorization theory (Turner, 1987). 
In other words, self can be defined at the personal level but also as 
a member of a group (collective self). Indeed it is precisely the col
lective self (social identity) that can connect the person and perceiver 
in a common category and that may therefore influence the affective 
reaction that this person evokes in the perceiver. Therefore, in this 
thesis we distinguish between person evaluations in which the self is 
involved and person evaluations in which the self is not involved. 

In evaluations of a new person in which the self is involved, the 
presence of contextual information may affect target evaluation via 
the self. Imagine for instance that you meet a new person in the pres
ence of your best friend. In this situation, the way your best friend 
responds to this person will probably affect your own response to a 
great extent, especially if your friend is already familiar with the per
son. In this example, the social relation between the context person (a 
friend) and yourself is the crucial factor that determines the way you 
perceive the new person. Therefore, we conclude that the contextual 
person (in this case the friend) has an influence on the evaluation of 
the new person via the self. Our expectation that people are most sus
ceptible to unconscious affective influences when the self is involved 
in an evaluation forms one of the intriguing aspects of immediate eval
uations. Furthermore we argue that people may automatically accept 
and take over contextual information when this information is related 
to the self, whereas people may automatically decline and reject con
textual information when this information is unrelated or opposed to 
the self ("non-self"). Hence, people may experience a positive feeling 
and start to smile when their friends are smiling, whereas they may 
experience a negative feeling when confronted with the smiling face 
of a football supporter from a rival team. 

However, when the self is not involved, people in the environment 
may also directly affect the evaluation of a new person. For instance 
in the case of assigning grades to your students, it is likely that the 
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evaluation of a new student will depend on comparisons with other 
students on several assignment-related attributes. It is less likely that 
the perceiver's self becomes involved in the evaluation of the target 
in this case because the relation between the "context" people and 
the target person is central and sufficient information is available to 
form an evaluation. However, the question arises of when people are 
inclined to use a contextual person as a comparison standard for the 
evaluation of a target person. Furthermore we are interested in the 
outcome of a possible comparison process: What exactly determines 
whether assimilation or contrast (or neither) will ensue? 

Thus far, we have tried to give a first impression of our perspec
tive on the investigation of the affective aspect of first impressions 
of people and of the aspects we regard as important in this thesis: 
our emphasis on immediate evaluations of a person and the impor
tance of the presence of other people, including oneself. However, 
before elaborating on our research ideas further, we first provide a lim
ited overview of previous research concerning contextual influences 
on social perception and judgments in the areas of social cognition, 
affective priming, and self-categorization. These three perspectives 
within social psychology endorse the view that the situational context 
has a central role in determining (social) judgments. We now discuss 
these three perspectives and their consequences for our research on 
affective first impressions of people. 

1.1 The social cognition perspective 

Research on social cognition investigates the influence available in
formation may have on social perception and judgment. Contextual 
information may influence social judgments such as first impressions 
in the same direction of this information (assimilation) as well as in 
the opposite direction (contrast). Thus, in the case of assimilation, 
the presence of a positive stimulus results in a positive judgment of 
a neutral or ambiguous object, whereas in the case of contrast, the 
presence of a positive stimulus leads to a negative judgment. Ac
cording to Sherif and Hovland (1961) assimilation may occur when 
contextual information is close to the original target attitude of the 
perceiver ("within the latitude of acceptance") whereas contrast may 
result when this information is located further from the original target 
attitude ("in the latitude of rejection"). Tajfel and Wilkes (1963) as-
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sume that these assimilation and contrast effects can be explained by 
people's inclination to accentuate differences between separate cate
gories (where categorization provides a further superimposed classifi
cation correlated with the judgment dimension), and similarities within 
the same category (see also, Eiser & Stroebe, 1972). Alternatively, 
the set/reset model suggests that the occurrence of assimilation or 
contrast effects depends on whether people have the opportunity to 
partial out the reactions deemed inappropriate to a judgment (Mar
tin, Seta, & Crelia, 1990). Furthermore, Biernat, Manis, and Nelson 
(1991) have demonstrated that in some cases the use of subjective 
versus objective response scales may also explain the occurrence of 
assimilation or contrast respectively, because people may adjust their 
subjective judgment standards accordingly. 

Over the years, researchers have identified numerous aspects 
of contextual information that may determine the direction of influ
ence, such as accessibility (Herr, 1986; Higgins et al., 1977; Hig-
gins, 1996), applicability (Higgins et al., 1977; Higgins, 1996), dimen
sional relevance (Bargh & Pietromonaco, 1982; Brown, 1953; Stapel 
& Winkielman, 1998), similarity (Herr, Sherman, & Fazio, 1983; Stapel 
& Winkielman, 1998), distinctness (Stapel & Spears, 1996; Stapel 
& Koomen, 1997; Stapel & Winkielman, 1998), typicality (Bless & 
Wanke, 2000), extremity (Brown, 1953; Herr et al., 1983; Herr, 1986; 
Manis, Nelson, & Shedler, 1988; Sherif & Hovland, 1961), appro
priateness (Bargh, 1992; Strack, Schwarz, Bless, Kübler, & Wanke, 
1993), and comparability (Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 2002; Turner, 1987). 
In order to create some tranquility in this ocean of contextual fea
tures, some researchers have developed more general models to ex
plain when and why assimilation or contrast effects occur (Mussweiler, 
2001b, 2002; Schwarz & Bless, 1992; Stapel & Koomen, 2000, 2001). 

In the inclusion-exclusion model (IEM) the direction of the infor
mation's influence depends on the way the perceiver categorizes this 
contextual information (Schwarz & Bless, 1992, see also Sherif & 
Hovland, 1961; Tajfel & Wilkes, 1963). The inclusion of contextual 
information within the temporary representation of the target category 
is regarded as a prerequisite for the emergence of an assimilation ef
fect, whereas the exclusion of contextual information from that repre
sentation is regarded as a prerequisite for the emergence of contrast 
effects. Moreover, Schwarz and Bless (1992) assume that the default 
process consists of including easily accessible information in the rep
resentation of the target category. Exclusion of contextual information 
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needs to be triggered by salient features of the task or its context. 
Several variables that according to the model may influence the way 
people categorize contextual information are the representativeness 
of the information for the target category, category width, presenta
tion and judgment order, and deliberate exclusion (Schwarz & Bless, 
1992). 

The Interpretation/Comparison Model (ICM) is focused more on 
the mechanisms underlying assimilation and contrast effects and as
sumes that different types of information processing (interpretation 
and comparison) may influence the judgment of an ambiguous or 
neutral target differently (Stapel & Koomen, 2000, 2001). Interpre
tation effects may occur when the contextual information is accessi
ble and relevant to the interpretation of the stimulus and thus may be 
used while encoding the stimulus. However, comparison processes 
between the contextual information and the target stimulus become 
more likely when the contextual information is accessible but distinct, 
or seen as separate from the target. The similarity between contex
tual information and the target (in other words the extent to which 
they belong to the same category) may also increase the likelihood 
of comparison occurring, for instance when both are people. When 
contextual information is used to interpret an ambiguous target, as
similative judgments will occur, whereas when contextual information 
serves as a comparison standard, contrast should result. 

Mussweiler and colleagues developed the Selective Accessibility 
Model (SAM) to explain the influence of comparison processes on 
judgment outcomes. Contrary to Stapel and Koomen (2000, 2001) 
Mussweiler (2001b, 2002) has argued that comparison processes 
may lead to assimilation as well as contrast effects. According to 
SAM a holistic similarity assessment determines whether people fo
cus on the features context and target have in common (similarities) 
during comparison, or on features that differ between context and tar
get, causing opposite judgment outcomes. Thus, it is assumed that 
two types of processes may occur in the comparison process: dis
similarity testing or similarity testing. Differences between the two 
stimuli become more accessible in memory when people engage in 
dissimilarity testing. As a consequence of the accessibility of differ
ences, a contrastive judgment will occur. However, similarities be
tween the stimuli become more accessible when people engage in 
similarity testing, resulting in assimilative judgments. 

In the models described above one aspect of judgments of rele-
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vance to the outcome has been neglected, namely the use of con
scious correction strategies. Several studies have shown that the cor
rection for unwanted influences may often affect (social) judgments 
(Glaser & Banaji, 1999; Stapel & Winkielman, 1998; Strack et al., 
1993; Wilson & Brekke, 1994; Wegener & Petty, 1995). The most im
portant determinant of the occurrence of correction processes seems 
to be the perceiver's awareness of the influence (Strack et al., 1993; 
Wilson & Brekke, 1994). Furthermore, perceivers need sufficient cog
nitive capacity and motivation to correct their judgment (Martin et al., 
1990; Nordstrom, Hall, & Bartels, 1998; Stapel & Winkielman, 1998; 
Wegener & Petty, 1995), although people may also automatically cor
rect their responses when the contextual information is sufficiently ex
treme (Glaser & Banaji, 1999). Nevertheless, the knowledge that per
ceivers correct their judgments is not sufficient to predict their final 
judgment. Perceivers can apply different strategies when correcting 
for an unwanted influence, which may have different consequences 
with respect to the judgment, such as correction by recomputation or 
correction by adjustment (Strack et al., 1993). 

In summary, the more elaborate models in the field of social cog
nition such as IEM, ICM, and SAM sometimes make different predic
tions concerning the precise impact contextual information may have 
on the outcome of social judgments. However, both the way contex
tual information is categorized and (different forms of) similarity be
tween contextual information and the target stimulus seem to be rel
evant common factors for determining the evaluation of a person ac
cording to these models. Furthermore, the correction literature points 
out that people may sometimes try to correct for unwanted influences, 
for instance correcting for what participants regard as the experimen
tal manipulations when forming judgments in the laboratory. However, 
because the present research is focused on immediate evaluations of 
people based on affective responses evoked in the perceiver, con
scious correction processes will be of less relevance in this thesis. 

1.2 The affective priming perspective 

The affective priming literature offers the general idea that people 
can experience an automatic affective reaction with the same va
lence as other affective information to which they are exposed (Banse, 
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1999; Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, Powell, & Kardes, 1986; Kemps, Erauw, 
& Vandierendonck, 1996; Krosnick, Betz, Jussim, & Lynn, 1992; Mur
phy & Zajonc, 1993; Niedenthal, 1990; Rotteveel, Groot, Geutskens, 
& Phaf, 2001; Winkielman, Zajonc, & Schwarz, 1997). In the typ
ical paradigm used to demonstrate this automatic evaluation effect, 
participants indicate the valence of a positive or negative stimulus by 
pressing a positive or negative key as fast as possible. A target stim
ulus preceded by a prime stimulus of the same valence (e.g. "birth
day" preceded by "sunshine") typically elicits a faster evaluation re
sponse than a target stimulus that is preceded by a prime stimulus 
of the opposite valence (Bargh, Chaiken, Govender, & Pratto, 1992; 
Fazio et al., 1986). Further research demonstrated that the automatic 
evaluation effect did not disappear after removing the evaluative judg
ment task from the paradigm. Bargh, Chaiken, Raymond, and Hymes 
(1996) showed that participants pronounced words faster when words 
of the same valence preceded the target words. Moreover, partici
pants decided faster whether two words belonged to the same gram
matical category when the affective valence of the two words was the 
same rather than different (De Houwer & Eelen, 1998). This indicates 
that people do not need to be in an "evaluation mode" for a stimulus 
evaluation to become activated in memory. 

The research discussed above evidently supports the idea that the 
affective value may be activated automatically upon the appearance 
of a stimulus. However, the question arises of how the automatic eval
uation effect may relate to evaluations (or first impressions) of new or 
neutral stimuli. Murphy and Zajonc (1993) investigated this issue by 
exposing participants to an unconscious affective stimulus (the prime) 
before the evaluation of a neutral stimulus (the target). They argued 
that the unconsciously presented affective prime would elicit an au
tomatic affective reaction in the perceiver because of the automatic 
evaluation of the prime. Because of its unconscious nature, the af
fective reaction has diffuse qualities and may be detached from its 
source. Therefore, the affective response could spill over onto unre
lated stimuli, such as to the evaluation of a neutral stimulus. Murphy 
and Zajonc (1993) indeed demonstrated that the affective primes in
fluenced participants' evaluations in the same direction, which could 
be called an assimilation effect "in social cognitive terms". Thus, when 
participants were unconsciously exposed to a happy facial expression 
(a positive prime), this resulted in a more positive evaluation of the 
neutral Chinese ideogram (the target) compared to when participants 
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were unconsciously exposed to an angry facial expression (a nega
tive prime). However, in half of the conditions participants were aware 
of the presence of the affective primes because the primes were pre
sented for a longer duration. In this case, the affective priming effect 
disappeared. According to Murphy and Zajonc (1993) the emotional 
expressions no longer influenced people's evaluations because the 
availability of other facial features (e.g. attractiveness, hair color) di
luted the affective value of the prime. 

Many other researchers replicated Murphy and Zajonc's subopti-
mal priming results using facial expressions of people as primes and 
Chinese ideograms as targets (Banse, 1999; Kemps et al., 1996; 
Rotteveel et al., 2001; Winkielman et al., 1997), facial expressions 
as primes and cartoon characters as targets (Niedenthal, 1990), or 
positive- and negative-affect-arousing photos as primes and people 
as targets (Krosnick et al., 1992), all with similar results. However, 
Stapel, Koomen, and Ruys (2002) demonstrated that contrastive eval
uations could occur as a consequence of suboptimal affective prim
ing, with face drawings as affective primes and as neutral target. In 
these experiments the distinctness of the suboptimal affective primes 
evoked a contrastive evaluation of a neutral target. Stapel et al. (2002) 
varied distinctness by adding gender-specific features to the affective 
primes. They conclude from their results that automatic comparison 
processes between prime and target may play a role in the evaluation 
process when suboptimal affective primes are sufficiently distinctive 
from the target. 

The majority of research in the affective priming literature indicates 
that when people are unaware of the origin of an affective reaction, 
this origin does not play a role in determining a subsequent judgment 
because of the diffuse nature of the affective reaction. That is to say 
in general a suboptimal affective prime may influence a subsequent 
judgment of a neutral target in a congruent direction ("assimilation"). 
Extending this idea to person evaluations, this would suggest that 
a neutral person preceded by a facial expression of another person 
would be influenced in the same way as other neutral objects, that is 
in an assimilative direction. However, the work of Stapel et al. (2002) 
indicates that increasing the distinctness of the suboptimal affective 
prime with respect to the target may cause comparison processes be
tween prime and target to occur resulting in a contrastive evaluation 
of the target. This suggests that when both primes and targets are 
people, comparison processes may lead to contrastive as well as as-
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similative target evaluations depending on the degree of distinctivity. 

1.3 The self-categorization perspective 

In the self-categorization perspective the influence of the relation be
tween the self and others is emphasized. Self-categorization theory 
(SCT, Turner, 1987) originates from social identity theory (SIT), which 
was developed by Tajfel and Turner (1979) to explain the fact that peo
ple tend to favor other people who are members of their own group or 
social category (similar others) over those belonging to another group 
or category (dissimilar others). SIT explains systematic ingroup bi
ases in judgments and behavior by the assumption that people are 
motivated to gain or maintain a positive self-esteem by means of a 
positive evaluation of the ingroup, and to differentiate the ingroup from 
outgroup (Hewstone, Rubin, & Willis, 2002; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 
People's group identities arising from these processes can be part 
of the self-concept according to SIT. However, in SCT (Turner, 1987) 
this idea is carried one step further in that different group member
ships may evoke distinct selves. SCT and SIT both assume that when 
a certain intergroup context is salient, people may categorize them
selves (and ingroup members) in terms of that social identity. This 
may result in the inclination to view ingroup members as similar and 
even exchangeable with the self on relevant dimensions of compar
ison, whereas outgroup members are seen as dissimilar to the self, 
but similar to each other (Turner, 1987, 1999). Thus the social cat
egorization of people in relation to the perceiver's own social identity 
or self-category can be quite important in determining the extent to 
which others are perceived as similar or dissimilar to the self or to 
other people in the environment. 

Brewer and Weber (1994) investigated how evaluations of other 
people who belong to different social categories would influence an 
evaluation of the self. This research revealed that evaluations of other 
in- and outgroup members may have a different impact on people's 
self-evaluations, presumably determined by the perceived similarity 
between the self and members of the ingroup and the perceived dis
similarity of the self to outgroup members: participants assimilated 
their self-evaluations to the evaluations of other ingroup members, but 
more strongly contrasted their self-evaluations with the evaluations of 
outgroup members when an intergroup context was activated. This 
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finding suggests that when it comes to self-evaluations in relation to 
evaluations of ingroup and outgroup members, mainly the "(self) cat
egorization" (or cognitive) part of one's social identity produces the 
effect on self-evaluation and motivational aspects are less influential. 
Ellemers, Kortekaas, and Ouwerkerk (1999) indeed argue that it is im
portant to distinguish between three components that contribute to a 
person's social identity: a cognitive component, an evaluative compo
nent, and an emotional component (see also Jackson & Smith, 1999 
for a similar distinction). The cognitive component merely refers to 
how the self and others are categorized and allows people to easily 
distinguish between members of different social categories. The other 
two components address the motivational sides of self-categorization 
consisting of the positive or negative connotation attached to a so
cial group (or category) and the affective commitment to a group. We 
suggest that the cognitive and evaluative components may be acti
vated automatically when people encounter an ingroup or an outgroup 
member. However, the influence of the evaluative component may 
decrease when the affective value attached to a person (e.g. facial 
expression) is manipulated experimentally. The emotional aspect of 
self-categorization probably plays a greater role when the self or the 
ingroup category is threatened and people have time and sufficient 
capacity to deliberate. 

To recapitulate, the self-categorization literature provides us with 
several leads regarding the way people in the environment may influ
ence the evaluation of a person. SIT and SCT assert that how a per
son is categorized in relation to the self may determine the way this 
person is evaluated, such that people tend to evaluate ingroup mem
bers more positively than members of the outgroup (Turner, 1987). 
However, Brewer and Weber (1994)'s findings suggest that the way a 
contextual person is categorized may determine the direction of the 
affective reaction he or she evokes in the perceiver. In an intergroup 
context, ingroup members or similar others may evoke a congruent 
affective reaction in the perceiver, whereas outgroup members or dis
similar others may evoke an incongruent affective reaction. This im
plies that besides the categorization of the target person, the catego
rization of the contextual information or the "source" in relation to the 
social self may have an effect on the first impression of the target per
son. Furthermore, Ellemers et al. (1999) argue that a person's social 
identity is composed of a cognitive, an evaluative, and an emotional 
component. We claim that when immediate evaluations are involved, 
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the cognitive "self-categorization" component may affect the way con
textual people, or the target, are categorized and that the evaluative 
and emotional components (of identification at least) play a subordi
nate role in influencing subsequent evaluative judgments. 

1.4 The present research 

The perspectives discussed above differ to some extent in their con
ceptualizations of first impressions or person evaluations. In social 
cognition research person evaluations often involve judgments of a 
target person on several trait dimensions, whereas in affective prim
ing research the degree to which a person is perceived as positive or 
negative is the focus of interest. The self-categorization perspective 
usually relates the evaluations of ingroup members to the evaluations 
of outgroup members under circumstances in which group member
ships appear to matter. In the present dissertation we are interested 
in immediate evaluations of people, those that are primarily deter
mined by the initial affective reaction towards a target person (Duck
worth et al., 2002; Zajonc, 1980). We assume that within the first 
few milliseconds, people experience an automatic affective reaction 
towards a person concerning their affective significance for the per-
ceiver (LeDoux, 1989). In most cases, situational influences may de
termine the direction of this affective reaction. We argue that the affec
tive aspect is the core component of a first impression because more 
extended first impressions comprising trait characterizations may be 
directed by these initial affective reactions (Wilson & Klaaren, 1992). 
Thus, for instance a positive affective reaction may lead to a focus on 
positive traits and a positive interpretation of ambiguous behavior. 

Combining the social cognition, affective priming, and self-catego
rization perspectives, two features of the situational context seem to 
be essential factors in determining affective first impressions of a neu
tral person target. First, the affective value of the context is important 
because an affective influence may affect the neutral person target 
through processes such as comparison or affective priming. The sec
ond key feature of the context is similarity, because a connection or 
relation between the context and the perceiver or target is required to 
make the context relevant for the evaluation of the target. Similarity 
may create overlap between context and target, which is necessary 
for the context to have an influence on the evaluation of the target 
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(Tversky, 1977). Moreover, similarity of specific features may be im
portant when comparison takes place. 

Furthermore, as the self-categorization literature strongly suggests, 
we argue that the involvement of the self also plays an important role 
in the realm of person evaluation. In general, we believe that when 
people are unaware of the presence of a contextual person, it is likely 
that the self becomes involved in the evaluation of a neutral target per
son. The perceived absence of contextual information turns people 
inwards to base the evaluation on their "gut feelings". In other words, 
people may use the self as a source for their evaluations (i.e. affect 
as information, Schwarz & Clore, 1996; Winkielman et al., 1997). As 
a result of the self-involvement, the unconsciously presented contex
tual person may automatically be related to the perceiver's self, or 
more precisely their salient identity in that context. Conversely, when 
people are aware of the presence of a contextual person, it becomes 
more probable that this person is related directly to the target. Thus, 
when sufficient information is available for the perceiver to relate to 
the target person, the self may not become involved in the evaluation. 

Moreover, we propose that the way affect and similarity interact 
with each other is dependent on whether or not the self is involved in 
the evaluation. If the self is involved in the evaluation, the affective 
reaction evoked by a contextual person and the perceiver's relation 
to this person (in terms of categorical similarity) may determine the 
evaluation of a neutral target person. In contrast when the self is not 
involved, we argue that the evaluation of a target person may depend 
on comparison processes between a contextual person and this tar
get person on an affective dimension, especially when the contextual 
person represents a clear affective value (e.g. has a happy or an 
angry expression). In this case the similarity between a contextual 
person and the target person may determine whether these people 
are compared to each other and the outcome of the comparison. 

Other factors that can have a trivial influence on evaluations of 
people but lie outside the focus of this thesis include the mood of the 
perceiver (Forgas, 1991; Schwarz & Clore, 1996) and specific charac
teristics of the social categories in question (Hewstone et al., 2002). 
We emphasize that in this thesis a mood state is regarded as qual
itatively different from an affective reaction. First, a mood state can 
be characterized as more general and longlasting than an affective 
reaction. Second, an affective reaction is evoked by a specific ob
ject, whereas the emergence of a mood can have multiple causes. 
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A strong mood may increase the likelihood of mood-congruent judg
ments, providing that the judgment or evaluation at hand is affective in 
nature, little information is available, the judgment is overly complex, 
and there is a limit on attentional resources that may be directed to 
the judgment (Schwarz & Clore, 1996). The conditions listed above 
suggest that a possible influence of mood becomes more likely when 
people use the self as a source of information, in other words when 
people involve the self in the evaluation. Furthermore, the nature of a 
social category may also affect the evaluation of a category member 
to some extent, for instance because some categories are preferred 
by members of all categories (e.g. in general, as we find in this thesis, 
members of both sexes tend to evaluate women more positively than 
men: see results of Chapters 2 and 3). 

Person evaluations with the self involved When do people in
volve the self in their evaluations of a new person? We propose that 
people might rely on the self when they assume that no information 
is available that may guide their evaluation. Outside of the laboratory 
this kind of situation might seem rather unlikely. However, you might 
compare this to meeting a new person who does not (consciously at 
least) remind you of another person in any way. In this case, you 
might form a first impression by following your intuitions, which would 
probably lead to an involvement of the self in the evaluation. We sug
gest that when people rely on their feelings to evaluate something, 
people may be susceptible to the influence of contextual information 
of which they are unaware. Moreover, as noted previously, we argue 
that contextual information that is related to the self may automatically 
evoke an assimilative affective reaction in the perceiver, whereas con
textual information that is opposed to the self may automatically evoke 
a contrastive affective reaction in the perceiver. The activation of an 
intergroup context determines how people may categorize contextual 
information. 

The research described in Chapter 2 investigated with two exper
iments whether contrastive affective reactions to social stimuli may 
indeed occur automatically. More specifically we examined how the 
categorization of an affective prime (in relation to the self) would in
fluence the direction of the resulting affective reaction, which we ex
pected to be reflected in the evaluation of a neutral target person. 
Murphy and Zajonc (1993) demonstrated that evaluations of Chinese 
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ideograms were influenced in the same direction as unconsciously 
presented affective information that preceded them. They hypothe
sized that because of the "diffuse quality" of unconscious affect, the 
nature of the source and of the target were unimportant. However, 
findings in the social judgment literature have demonstrated that the 
category of the context information often determines the direction of 
an ambiguous or neutral target-stimulus judgment (Schwarz & Bless, 
1992; Stapel & Winkielman, 1998; Stapel et al., 2002). We propose 
that in a social context in which people evaluate a person target, it 
is quite likely that the nature of the source plays a significant role in 
determining the direction of an automatic affective reaction, resulting 
in contrast effects. 

Person evaluations where the self is not involved Usually, peo
ple are aware of the presence of other people when evaluating a per
son. As a consequence people in the environment may directly affect 
the evaluation of a new person because the availability of multiple 
external cues makes the involvement of the self less likely. Previous 
research has demonstrated that people may for instance influence the 
evaluations of other people by serving as a comparison standard be
cause these people belong to a similar category, because they are 
distinct entities, or because they share relevant characteristics, three 
attributes that generally evoke comparisons between objects (Stapel 
& Winkielman, 1998). However, we questioned whether people al
ways compare a new person to every other person available. It seems 
unlikely that people will compare a newborn infant to an aged person 
to determine whether it is pretty, unless perhaps if this aged person 
is the infant's grandparent. Hence, what factors determine to whom 
a new person is compared? There also seems to be some disagree
ment in the social cognition domain concerning the outcome of com
parison processes. Stapel and Koomen (2000, 2001) maintain that 
in general comparison leads to contrastive evaluations. However, as 
mentioned above, Mussweiler (2001 b, 2002) argues that the outcome 
of a comparison depends on people's focus on differences or similar
ities during the process. Therefore one of our aims of investigation 
was to examine the determinants of the outcome of a comparison 
process: What exactly determines whether assimilation or contrast 
will ensue? 

The research described in Chapter 3 investigates the role of com-
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parison in forming a first impression of a new person in addition to 
other determinants of the outcome of this first impression. We argue 
that similarity between people is the crucial determinant of whether 
people are compared or not. However, similarity may also direct the 
outcome of the comparison process, in that a focus on similarities 
may lead to a similar evaluation, whereas a focus on differences may 
lead to a dissimilar evaluation. We thus contend that similarity has 
a double-edged nature. These two functions of similarity are rep
resented in the two stages of our Frame-And-Compare Evaluation 
Model (FACE), which we describe in more detail in Chapter 3. The 
FACE model was developed to explain and predict when evaluations 
of a person target may be influenced by comparisons with contex
tual people and what determines the outcome of the evaluation. In 
the frame stage the degree to which stimuli are similar (comparable) 
determines the likelihood of comparison processes occurring. In the 
compare stage the salience of differences or similarities on the judg
ment dimension determines the outcome of the comparison process 
(contrast vs. assimilation respectively). 

In order to test the FACE model, we conducted five experiments 
in which we manipulated the two functions of similarity: comparabil
ity (frame stage) and matching features (compare stage). The im
plication of making this distinction explicit is that the same similarity-
relevant information can serve either function, depending on the stage 
in which it occurs. In the first two experiments we investigated the 
influence of the degree of comparison frame activation on the first im
pressions of a person. We assumed that the facial expression of a 
person could influence a first impression of a second person and that 
the presence or absence of comparison processes would determine 
the direction of that effect. The results of the first two experiments 
indeed indicate that decreasing the degree of comparison frame acti
vation may reduce the likelihood for comparison to occur. 

In the third experiment we attempted to measure the degree to 
which a comparison frame was activated explicitly. Moreover, to pro
vide evidence for the generality of the effects on comparison out
comes, we measured perceived similarity between prime and target to 
assess the extent to which the degree of comparability influenced the 
outcome of the comparison process, instead of general evaluations. 

We conducted a fourth experiment to offer more direct support for 
the frame stage of our FACE model. Specifically, we aimed to demon
strate more directly the relativity of comparison frame activation in that 
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the (social) context can activate different degrees of comparability be
tween people. A second aim of Experiment 4 was to demonstrate that 
this first stage of the comparison process requires little or no attention, 
suggesting that the frame stage is automatic. 

Finally, to reveal both sides of similarity we conducted a fifth exper
iment, in which we investigated the influence of people's awareness of 
similarity between people on the outcome of the comparison process. 
We propose that when people are made aware of a certain degree 
of similarity between two people, similarities become salient, result
ing in assimilative evaluations. However, when people are unaware of 
the similarity between people, unconsciously activated similarity can 
serve as comparison frame (frame stage) and subsequently cause 
contrastive evaluations when this comparison highlights the salience 
of differences (compare stage). 

In the last chapter we round off the thesis with a general conclu
sion in which we discuss the research presented in Chapters 2 and 
3. We reflect on some questions that arise when both empirical chap
ters are considered in relation to each other. Finally we provide some 
suggestions for future research and share our thoughts on the conse
quences of this thesis for social psychology in general. 





Chapter 2 

Automatic contrast: 
Evidence that 
unconscious social 
categorization affects 
affective reactions1 

In research on affective priming investigators typically report that prim
ing people with unconscious affective information results in congru
ent affective reactions. For instance in their classic experiment, Mur
phy and Zajonc (1993) suboptimally primed participants with happy 
or angry facial expressions, producing congruent evaluations of neu
tral Chinese ideograms. However, consider being confronted with 
the smiling face of a football supporter from a rival team, an an
gry face of an Al-Qaeda member, or a conman crying. In these 
examples valence-incongruent affective reactions seem more ratio
nal. Can these types of opposite affective responses occur auto
matically, or do they require conscious deliberation? In this chap
ter we consider whether the affective cues associated with an auto
matic social categorization can determine whether perceivers expe-

1This chapter is based on Ruys et al. (2003a). 
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rience congruent or incongruent affective reactions. Consistent with 
the more general finding of automatic affective priming effects, we 
expect automatic congruent affective reactions when unconscious af
fective information originates from a category that is related to the self 
(ingroup-category). However, our proposal that perceivers automat
ically experience an incongruent or opposite affective reaction when 
unconscious affective information originates from a category that is 
unrelated to the self (outgroup-category), is new. Evidence for such 
contrast would show that the social self (and not just affective priming 
per se) can automatically influence affective reactions. Testing this 
possibility is the central priority of this chapter. 

It is already clear that people can experience an automatic af
fective reaction of the same valence as the affective information to 
which they are exposed (Banse, 1999; Fazio et al., 1986; Kemps et 
al., 1996; Krosnick et al., 1992; Murphy & Zajonc, 1993; Niedenthal, 
1990; Rotteveel et al., 2001; Stapel et al., 2002; Winkielman et al., 
1997). Murphy and Zajonc (1993) argued, 

"When affect is elicited outside of conscious awareness, it 
is diffuse, and its origin and address are unspecified. Be
cause of its diffuse quality, non-conscious affect can "spill 
over" onto unrelated stimuli." (pp. 736) 

However, due to correction, the conscious perception of an affective 
stimulus causes the effect to disappear or to reverse compared to 
the unconscious condition (Strack et al., 1993). Other researchers 
replicated Murphy and Zajonc (1993)'s suboptimal priming results us
ing facial expressions of persons as primes and Chinese ideograms 
as targets (Banse, 1999; Kemps et al., 1996; Rotteveel et al., 2001; 
Winkielman et al., 1997), face drawings as primes and targets (Stapel 
et al., 2002), facial expressions as primes and cartoon characters as 
targets (Niedenthal, 1990), or positive- and negative-affect-arousing 
photos as primes and persons as targets (Krosnick et al., 1992), all 
with similar results. Contrary to Murphy and Zajonc (1993), however, 
we argue that also when perceivers are unaware of the origin of the 
affective stimulus, this origin can play an important role in determining 
the direction of the affective reaction. Importantly, we propose that un
conscious affective priming can lead to automatic affective reactions 
in the opposite direction of the primed information (i.e. in the absence 
of conscious correction). We term these automatic contrastive affec
tive reactions. 
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To our knowledge only two other studies have also addressed the 
possibility of contrastive affective reactions occurring automatically 
(Glaser & Banaji, 1999; Stapel et al., 2002), although, as we elaborate 
in more detail later, our research differs in important respects from 
these. Specifically we argue that the social category of the stimulus, 
in relation to the self, may influence the direction of resulting affective 
reactions. Findings in the social judgment literature show that the cat
egory of the context information may indeed determine the direction 
of an ambiguous or neutral target-stimulus judgment (e.g., Schwarz & 
Bless, 1992; Stapel & Winkielman, 1998; Stapel et al., 2002). For ex
ample, in their inclusion-exclusion model Schwarz and Bless (1992) 
argue that when perceivers include the context information in the cat
egory of the target, assimilative judgments of the target should occur, 
whereas when perceivers exclude context information from the target 
category, contrastive judgments should be the result. 

An additional factor relevant to social categorization that may influ
ence the direction of evaluations concerns the relation of the stimulus 
to the self. Moreover, the evaluative dimension is central to the self 
because people generally strive for positive self-evaluations through 
self-enhancement and self-protective strategies (Sedikides & Strube, 
1997). Affective reactions may therefore be more evident where the 
self is implicated in some way. One important link between social 
categorization and self concerns our membership of valued groups or 
categories. Inclusion/exclusion principles may again be relevant here. 
However, the link between the self, social categories and evaluation 
processes is perhaps made more explicit in self-categorization theory. 

Self-categorization theory (Turner, 1987) helps to explain why peo
ple may assimilate themselves to attributes associated with the in-
group. Self-categorization theory is based on the idea that group 
identities can be part of the self-concept and assumes that group 
memberships form distinct selves. Therefore people may categorize 
themselves in terms of their social identity when a certain intergroup 
context is salient (Turner, 1999). As a consequence, people tend to 
view ingroup members as similar and even exchangeable with the 
self on relevant dimensions of comparison (Turner, 1987) whereas 
outgroup members are seen as dissimilar to the ingroup, but similar 
to each other. 

The social categorization of people in relation to one's own so
cial identity or self-categories therefore has clear implications for the 
evaluation of these targets. This is nicely illustrated in a study by 
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Brewer and Weber (1994) who demonstrated that people tend to as
similate their self-evaluations to evaluations of fellow ingroup mem
bers, but have a stronger tendency to contrast their self-evaluations 
to evaluations of outgroup members when an intergroup context is ac
tivated, but not when an interpersonal context is activated. The idea 
that our social identities are bound up with affect and emotions was 
made explicit earlier by Tajfel (1978) who defined social identities as 
including the emotional significance attached to our group member
ships, and recently emotion researchers have paid attention to this 
fact (Gordijn, Wigboldus, & Yzerbyt, 2001; Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 
2000; Smith, 1993). The categorization into ingroup and outgroup 
can have important consequences for emotional appraisal and thus 
affective reactions to groups (Smith, 1993). It remains unclear how
ever, whether social categorization can also influence more basic af
fective processes and whether these can be unconscious. In previous 
experiments, participants were consciously aware of the evaluations 
of the ingroup and outgroup members and of the social context that 
was activated, in all cases. In short, although (social) categorization 
processes may indeed produce contrast and assimilation effects in 
evaluative and affective reactions it is not yet clear whether this can 
occur unconsciously and thus automatically. 

A precondition for social categorization to have an automatic in
fluence on affective reactions is that the categorization process it
self is unconscious and automatic. A number of researchers have 
indeed claimed that, at least for certain chronically accessible so
cial categories like ethnicity or sex-categories, social category acti
vation can be relatively effortless (e.g., Fiske & Neuberg, 1990) and 
occur out of conscious awareness (e.g., Bargh, 1999). For exam
ple, many researchers have shown that stereotype activation, which 
requires social categorization, can occur automatically (e.g., Banaji, 
Hardin, & Rothman, 1993; Brewer, 1988; Macrae & Bodenhausen, 
2000). Similarly, researchers have also argued that the process of 
self-categorization into ingroup and outgroup can occur automatically 
and without conscious intervention (e.g., Smith & Henry, 1996), espe
cially when strategic self-management is not involved (Spears, 2001). 
For example, Smith and Henry (1996) provide indirect evidence for the 
automaticity of self-categorization effects, demonstrating that people 
respond faster to self-describing traits when these traits also describe 
the ingroup than when these traits only describe the self. This indi
cates that cognitive representations of the self and the ingroup may be 
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directly linked. On the other hand, the ingroup and outgroup stimuli 
were not presented unconsciously, which suggests that all four cri
teria of automaticity stipulated by Bargh (1994) were not fully satis
fied. Therefore two questions remain: is self-categorization really au
tomatic and can it also automatically implicate the affective dimension 
to produce contrastive evaluations? 

In particular the question arises of whether automatic affective re
actions are indeed sensitive to categorization processes. Can we ex
pect automatic contrast effects to occur in the same way that group 
members differentiate themselves from the outgroup, as in conscious 
intergroup judgments? This is an important theoretical question be
cause until now research on affective priming has shown that the au
tomatic affective reaction "spills over", coloring evaluation of the target 
(i.e. producing assimilation effects, in our terminology), which people 
may automatically correct for when the affective stimulus is extreme 
(Glaser & Banaji, 1999). Recall that Murphy and Zajonc (1993) indi
cated that the origin as well as the address of the priming effect should 
not affect this automatic affective priming process, which seems to 
preclude the possibility of contrastive reactions. Some models of au
tomatic and controlled processing also seem to suggest that some 
level of conscious deliberation or awareness may be necessary to 
produce contrast effects (e.g. Strack, 1996). 

We think that automatic affective contrast as a result of social ca
tegorization may well be possible because automatic contrast effects 
have been found in research on behavior (Dijksterhuis et al., 1998; 
Spears, Gordijn, Dijksterhuis, & Stapel, 2003), the use of stereo
types (Dijksterhuis, Spears, & Lépinasse, 2001) and in social judg
ment (Stapel & Koomen, 2001). However, the automaticity of these 
contrast effects according to the most stringent criteria (Bargh, 1994) 
may be questioned because in these experiments the primes were not 
presented suboptimally. Participants were merely unaware of the link 
between the primes and their behavior (Dijksterhuis et al., 1998, 2001; 
Spears et al., 2003). Therefore, the possibility that these (assumed 
to be automatic) contrast effects were the product of (conscious) cor
rection processes cannot be precluded (see Bargh, 1994). Moreover, 
because the affective system generally is viewed as independent from 
the perceptual and behavioral systems (e.g., Bargh, 1997), we can
not simply assume from judgment and behavior studies that automatic 
contrast effects will also necessarily occur for affective reactions when 
these reactions are not extreme. Testing this possibility is therefore 
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the central aim of the current research. 
Automatic contrastive affective reactions have been reported as a 

consequence of automatic correction (Glaser & Banaji, 1999). How
ever, we argue that contrastive affective reactions may also occur 
as a consequence of automatic comparison processes, and thus re
sult from comparison contrast (Stapel, Koomen, & Zeelenberg, 1998; 
Stapel et al., 2002). We propose that automatic affective priming ef
fects, including contrast, may occur when both primes and targets 
are persons, and perceivers automatically categorize themselves as 
well as the prime as belonging to an activated social category. This 
is most likely when an intergroup context is made salient, activating 
the category membership of the prime, of the perceiver, and the link 
between the two. According to our rationale, the direction of the af
fective reaction is determined by the outcome of an automatic com
parison process between the affective cue and the self. Thus, a sim
ilar or assimilative affective reaction results when the affective cue 
and the self are similar because they belong to the same category. 
As a consequence, the affective information tied to the prime is cou
pled with the self and affects the perceiver's feelings and evaluations. 
Conversely, a dissimilar or contrastive affective reaction occurs when 
the affective cue and the self are dissimilar or belong to the opposite 
category (Brewer & Weber, 1994; Mussweiler, 2001b). In this case 
an affective outgroup-category cue may induce the opposite reaction: 
people should automatically differentiate themselves from the affec
tive information and experience contrastive feelings or evaluations (It 
is as if we unconsciously say to ourselves "they are different to us so 
we are different to them"). In sum, we predict that, whereas affec
tive ingroup-category cues may evoke congruent affective reactions 
(in keeping with previous research on affective priming generally), af
fective outgroup-category cues may evoke a contrastive affective re
action. 

Previous research indicates that automatic affective contrast ef
fects may occur as a result of automatic comparison processes be
tween prime and target (Stapel et al., 2002). However, we argue 
that automatic comparisons between the prime and the self may also 
determine the affective reaction and such effects cannot simply be ex
trapolated from priming effects with other targets (Dijksterhuis et al., 
1998). Furthermore we claim that the way perceivers categorize the 
affective prime determines the outcome of these comparisons. More
over, we propose that this automatic categorization may occur simul-
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taneously with the extraction of the affective aspect when "chronic" 
categories are involved (cf. Stapel et al., 2002; see Brewer, 1988; 
Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). In line with the affective primacy hypothe
sis (Murphy & Zajonc, 1993) Stapel et al. (2002) demonstrated that 
the affective aspects of a stimulus are extracted before the descrip
tive aspects. In addition to Stapel et al. (2002) we claim, as explained 
above, that automatic categorization processes can determine the di
rection of an affective reaction concurrently with the extraction of af
fective features. Moreover we argue that automatic categorization as 
a consequence of the activation of chronic categories reflects a qual
itatively different process than extracting descriptive features. Hence 
we agree with Stapel et al. (2002) that extracting descriptive aspects 
requires more processing time compared to extracting affective as
pects. However, we add that "categorical" aspects can be extracted 
simultaneously with the affective aspects of a person prime. 

So far, and in contrast with Murphy and Zajonc (1993), we have 
suggested that the origin (i.e. social category) of an unconsciously 
presented affective prime can determine the direction of an automatic 
affective reaction in an intergroup context. However, in line with Mur
phy and Zajonc (1993) and Stapel et al. (2002) we argue that be
cause of its diffuse and unspecified nature the address of the affec
tive reaction is not consequential. Indeed, it can be seen as a mark 
of the unconscious nature of the effect that the affective reaction gen
eralizes indiscriminately to subsequent evaluations. Perceivers are 
presumably not aware of the link between the affect and the target 
because they do not try to correct for it (it is "incidental"; see Boden-
hausen, Mussweiler, Gabriel, & Moreno, 2001). Automatic affective 
reactions may therefore "spill over" onto different types of evaluations, 
for instance onto the first impression of a neutral person or even the 
perceiver's own mood. Moreover, the prediction that this should hap
pen irrespective of the category of the target (i.e. without any attempt 
to match the valence of the affect to the target category strategically 
in group serving ways) would provide indirect evidence of the auto-
maticity. We used these two measures in the present experiments to 
assess the predicted affective reactions of the perceivers. 

Moreover, taking into account our assumption that the address 
of the affective reaction is irrelevant and our choice of using sex-
categories, the question arises why similar studies with male and fe
male faces as suboptimal affective primes did not obtain the predicted 
pattern of results (Banse, 1999; Kemps et al., 1996; Murphy & Zajonc, 
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1993; Niedenthal, 1990; Rotteveel et al., 2001; Stapel et al., 2002; 
Winkielman et al., 1997). Two important features of the present ex
periments deviate from previous affective priming experiments. First, 
in the present experiments we activated a sex-category intergroup 
context beforehand, which we argue should increase the activation 
of the affective prime's sex-category, making automatic comparisons 
between the self and the (social category of) the affective prime more 
likely. Second, both the suboptimal affective primes as well as the 
evaluated neutral targets were "real" persons2. We claim that in a so
cial context like this, automatic social categorization effects are more 
likely to occur than in a context in which participants evaluate Chi
nese ideograms or cartoon characters. In the evaluation of objects 
like Chinese ideograms social categories are completely irrelevant. 
Therefore the social categories of the affective primes were unlikely 
to be (or stay) activated. 

2.1 Experiment 1 

The present research requires the use of social categories that can 
be unconsciously activated and "perceived" by means of visual cues. 
We chose sex categories because these categories are chronically 
accessible and therefore more likely to be perceived unconsciously 
(Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). We expected that subopti-
mally priming participants with faces of the same sex with a happy 
or angry expression (ingroup-category affective cue) would lead to 
automatic assimilative affective reactions and therefore assimilative 
evaluations of neutral target persons. For instance, priming a female 
participant with a suboptimal, angry female face should result in a 
negative evaluation of a neutral target person. More important in the
oretical terms, priming participants with faces from the opposite sex 
with a happy or angry expression (outgroup-category affective cue) 
should lead to automatic contrastive affective reactions and thus con-
trastive evaluations of neutral target persons. For instance, priming a 
male participant with a suboptimal, angry female face should result in 
a positive evaluation of a neutral target person. 

2Stapel et al. (2002) also used "real" persons as affective primes and neutral targets 
in Experiment 6. However, all primes and targets were male faces. Considering that 
only one of the two sex categories was present in the stimulus materials, it seems un
likely that these categories and the relation to the self would be automatically activated. 
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However, sex is not a social categorization renowned for inter-
group antagonism, which may make the demonstration of intergroup 
differentiation effects more difficult. With this in mind we tried to an
ticipate moderator variables that might interfere with the predicted dif
ferentiation effects. One factor that could interfere with the detection 
of affective stimuli and expression of affective states is the perceiver's 
own prior affective state or "mood". Although mood (at least as an 
independent variable) is not central to our current research focus, 
we anticipated possible interference for a number of reasons. First, 
the affective charge accompanying an intense mood provides a clear 
and possibly lasting affective state that might overshadow the possi
bly small impact of an affective prime. Moreover, perceivers with an 
intense mood tend to be more self-focused (Green & Sedikides, 1999; 
Salovey, 1992; Wood, Saltzberg, & Goldsamt, 1990) because intense 
moods demand attention to motivate attempts at understanding the 
state of mind and to invoke self-regulatory processes designed to en
hance a positive mood or to repair a negative mood (Wood et al., 
1990). Furthermore, a heightened self-focus may increase attention 
inwards and decrease attention outwards, resulting in reduced atten
tion for environmental cues such that priming in general might have 
less impact on the behavior of participants (Dijksterhuis & Van Knip
penberg, 2000). Moreover, it seems likely that affective primes linked 
to social categories would have less impact for people in a strong 
mood if this stimulates the salience of the individual self (hence to say 
"we are in a bad mood" sounds odd). If the individual self is salient, 
people are less likely to categorize themselves and the social cues in 
the environment as part of the ingroup- or the outgroup-category. In 
conclusion, all of these processes may detract from the attention that 
might otherwise be directed at drawing the (albeit unconscious) link 
between prime and self, and for these reasons it is important to take 
mood into account when measuring predicted effects. 

To summarize, we predict that the origin (i.e. category) of an 
unconscious affective prime can determine the direction of the auto
matic affective reaction when an intergroup context is activated. The 
perceivers' affective reaction after being suboptimally primed with a 
happy or angry person should depend on whether the prime person 
is automatically categorized as part of the ingroup- or the outgroup-
category. Moreover, we predict that the resulting automatic affective 
reaction will spill over onto the evaluation of a neutral target person 
and onto the perceiver's mood and that the address (i.e. category 
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of the target) is not relevant. However, we expect that participants 
in an intense positive or negative mood may be less sensitive to the 
affective primes. 

Method 

Participants We recruited 253 students (149 women and 104 
men) as participants for the experiment, for which they received about 
5 US$. The mean age of the participants was 21.2 years (SD = 3.1). 

Design We used a 2 (Prime Valence: positive vs. negative) x 2 
(Relation between Prime and Perceiver3: same sex vs. opposite sex) 
x 2 (Sex of Target: male vs. female) between participants design. Tar
get and filler photographs consisting of male and female faces with a 
neutral expression appeared in the same sequence for each partici
pant, starting with two male faces, followed by two female faces, fol
lowed by two male faces, etc4. Affective primes preceded the second 
male face from every male pair or the second female face of every 
female pair, depending on the sex of the target condition. The affec
tive primes consisted of male faces with a happy expression, male 
faces with an angry expression, female faces with a happy expres
sion, or female faces with an angry expression. Meaningless primes 
preceded the other faces to make sure participants would not detect 
a difference between experimental trials and filler trials. Both types 
of primes appeared suboptimally (31.6 ms) and were masked by the 
target and filler faces. 

3As explained in the introduction we expect an effect of the nature of the relation 
between the category of the perceiver and the category of the prime. When both 
have the same sex, we assume that the prime is perceived as part of the ingroup-
category, whereas when they have the opposite sex, the prime is perceived as part 
of the outgroup-category. However, in both experiments no interactions were found 
between the sex of the perceiver and the sex of the prime. 

4The order of the trials was fixed this way because of a lack of photographs and 
to minimize effects of the filler photographs. Therefore the filler photographs pre
sented before the target photographs were always from the same category. No extra 
photographs were available to complicate the pattern in the series. Because all pho
tographs that were optimally presented showed a neutral expression, we think pattern 
or routine effects are unlikely. 
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Materials, apparatus, and questionnaire Participants evalu
ated 16 photographs, consisting of 4 target and 12 filler photographs. 
The target, filler, and prime photographs were taken from Ekman and 
Friessen (1976) and Matsumoto and Ekman (1988). The photographs 
displayed male or female faces with a neutral (targets and fillers), 
happy, or angry (primes) expression. The height of the photographs 
was approximately 20 cm and the width ranged between 13.04 and 
17.00 cm. The meaningless prime was an image of a gray pattern. 

The program Flexi was used on an Imac personal computer to 
present the stimuli and to record the responses. Monitor refresh rates 
were set at 95 Hz yielding 10.53 ms per cycle and an 800 x 600 res
olution. The suboptimal primes were presented for 3 refresh-cycles 
(31.6 ms) because pre-tests indicated that participants on the one 
hand could not discriminate the affective primes in the present setting 
but on the other hand evaluated neutral Chinese ideograms in line 
with the value of the primes (assimilation). 

The mood questionnaire consisted of ten statements of which par
ticipants could indicate the extent to which they agreed with each 
statement on a 9-point scale ranging from 1 (absolutely disagree) to 
9 (absolutely agree). The statements always started with the phrase 
"I feel ...". The words inserted on the dotted line were: cheerful, 
unhappy, down, satisfied, depressed, elated, sad, content, gloomy, 
happy. We recoded the negative items of the questionnaire to com
pute a sum score of all items, a higher score indicating a more positive 
mood. The mood questionnaire was reliable (a= .92). 

Procedure When participants arrived at the laboratory, they were 
randomly assigned to one of the eight conditions. In order to empha
size a sex intergroup context, each participant was told that the exper
iment was about first impressions of men and women and that these 
men and women would be presented to them via the computer. It was 
added the research was about investigating how people evaluate men 
and women without having information concerning their characters. 
With respect to the task, participants were instructed to focus their at
tention on the screen and to respond fast as their impression should 
be based on their first intuition about the person. Furthermore, the 
participants were instructed that they could express their impression 
upon the appearance of the target stimulus by pressing a "N" button 
for a negative first impression or pressing a "P" button for a positive 
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first impression. For half of the participants the "N" button was located 
on the right side of the keyboard and the 'P' on the left side, while for 
the other half of the participants the buttons were reversed. 

The events in each trial occurred successively in the center of the 
computer screen. A trial started with a pause of a second, followed 
by a suboptimal affective prime or a suboptimal meaningless prime 
for three refresh cycles (approximately 31.6 ms), followed by the tar
get stimulus that stayed on the screen until the participant's response 
(positive or negative) or until ten seconds had passed. There was a 
pause of four seconds between trials. 

After participants finished their evaluations of the target stimuli, 
they completed a mood questionnaire and some questions on whether 
the participants noticed the primes. We presented the mood question
naire as unrelated to the person evaluation task. 

Results and discussion The mean sum score of the participants 
on the mood-questionnaire was 64.02 (SD = 14.67) with a minimum-
score of 14 and a maximum-score of 88. To test our hypotheses con
cerning the effects on mood we performed a Prime Valence x Relation 
between Prime and Perceiver x Sex of Target Analysis of Variance 
(ANOVA) on the mean mood sum scores of the participants. The ex
pected interaction of Prime Valence and Relation between Prime and 
Perceiver appeared, F(l,245) = 4.54,p < .05, rj = .13. Means and 
standard deviations are displayed in Table 2.1. 

In the case of opposite-sex primes, participants reported a more 
positive mood when the primes in the person-evaluation task were 
negative compared to when the primes were positive, F(l,251) = 
4.73,p < .05, suggesting contrast. In the case of same-sex primes, 
there were no differences in the mood-reports, F < 1. Furthermore, 
participants reported a more positive mood after positive same-sex 
primes than after positive opposite-sex primes, although marginally 
so, F(l,245) = 2.76,p < .10. In the case of negative same-sex and 
opposite-sex prime conditions, the pattern of means was the opposite, 
however, this was not significant. 

Regarding the person-evaluation task, responses below 100 ms 
were excluded from the analysis, because it is unlikely that these re
sponses were directed to the stimulus. Per condition we computed 
the proportion of positive responses in the first impressions of the four 
targets. Preliminary analyses did not take mood into account. To test 



Automatic contrast 39 

Table 2.1: Mood reports after suboptimal priming with happy or angry, 
same- or opposite sex faces (Experiment 1). 

Prime Valence 
Relation between 

prime and participant Positive (Happy) Negative (Angry) 
Same Sex 

M 65.3Q 63.1 a 

SD 13.4 16.7 
Opposite Sex 

M 60.9fe 66.5a 

SD 15.9 12.1 

Note: A higher score implicates a more positive mood. Means with different subscripts 
differ according to simple main effect analyses at p < .10. 

our hypotheses we performed a Prime Valence x Relation between 
Prime and Participant x Sex of Target Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 
on the proportions of positive responses. We found a Sex of Target-
effect, F(l,245) = 162.14,p < 0.001,/? = .63. Participants evaluated 
female targets more positively (M = 0.69, SD = 0.26) than male tar
gets (M = 0.31, SD = 0.22). Second, we found an interaction of Sex 
of Target and Prime Valence, F(l,245) = 7.67, p < .01, TJ = .17. Only 
the simple main effects within Prime Valence were significant: Fe
male targets were evaluated more positively than male targets both 
when Prime Valence was positive (Mf = 0.75, SDf = 0.22; Mm = 
0.23, SDm = 0.21; F ( l , 251) = 95.95,p < .001), and when Prime Va
lence was negative (Mf = 0.64, SDf = 0.29; Mm = 0.35, SDm = 
0.23;F(l, 251) = 34.88,p < .001), showing the Sex of Target-effect. 
We can only speculate about the causes of this preference for female 
targets above male targets, but find it theoretically unimportant. 

However, as explained earlier, we suspected that the mood of the 
participants would also influence their sensitivity to the suboptimal 
primes in evaluating the neutral targets. We divided the sample in 
three equally sized groups based on their mood ending up with a 
negative, neutral, and positive mood group, and added mood as a 
factor to the design5. We then performed a Prime Valence x Rela-

5Because we expected an interaction of Prime Valence and Relation between Prime 
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Table 2.2: Proportions of positive responses to neutral targets, sub-
optimally primed with happy or angry, same- or opposite sex faces for 
participants in a neutral mood (Experiment 1). 

Prime Valence 
Relation between 

prime and participant Positive (Happy) Negative (Angry) 
Same Sex 

M 0.46Q6 0.36a 

SD 0.31 0.28 
Opposite Sex 

M 0.43Q 0.646 

SD 0.30 0.28 

Note: Proportions with different subscripts differ according to simple main effect analy
ses at p < .05. 

tion between Prime and Perceiver x Sex of Target x Mood Analysis 
of Variance (ANOVA) on the proportions of positive responses. The 
expected three-way interaction of Prime Valence by Relation between 
Prime and Perceiver by Mood was significant, F(2,229) = 3.14,p < 
.05,7? = .21. Proportions and standard deviations are displayed in Ta
ble 2.2. As predicted for participants in a neutral mood we found the 
expected interaction of Prime Valence and Relation between prime 
and participant, F(l,251) = 6.35,p < .05. 

As expected, in the case of opposite-sex primes, participants in a 
neutral mood evaluated neutral targets more negatively when these 
targets were preceded by positive primes, than when these targets 
were preceded by negative primes, F(2,251) = 5.98, p < .05, in
dicating contrast. In the case of same-sex primes, the pattern of 
proportions was the opposite, suggesting assimilation, although the 
effect was not significant, F(2,251) = 1.24. Furthermore, partici
pants in a neutral mood evaluated neutral targets more negatively 
when these targets were preceded by negative same-sex primes, 

and Perceiver for participants in a neutral mood and not a linear relation between mood 
and the target-evaluations, it was not possible to test our predictions with a Regression 
Analysis. Therefore we made a three-way split on mood and added this factor to our 
design. We reasoned that this was the most parsimonious way to distinguish positive 
and negative from neutral mood. 
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than when these targets were preceded by negative opposite-sex 
primes, F(2,251) = 10.16, p < .01. In the case of positive same-
sex and opposite-sex prime conditions the pattern of proportions was 
the opposite, however, this was not significant, F < 1. As expected 
for participants in a positive or negative mood we found no effects, all 
Fs< 1. 

The present findings support our hypotheses when participants 
are in a relatively neutral mood: Social categorization processes can 
determine affective reactions toward unconscious6 affective primes 
but the category of the target has less impact. In particular when the 
affective prime was a face of an outgroup member (outgroup-category 
condition) contrastive evaluations of neutral target persons and mood 
occurred. When the affective prime was a face of an ingroup member 
(ingroup-category condition), we expected assimilative evaluations of 
neutral target persons. However, the first experiment did not provide 
evidence for our expectations regarding affective ingroup-category 
primes (i.e. no assimilation). One possibility for the stronger evidence 
of outgroup contrast may be that the weight of the affective value of 
the ingroup- and the outgroup-categories may be different, resulting 
in a weaker assimilation effect. When the outgroup-category is the 
source of the affective reaction, there is only one exemplar that repre
sents the outgroup-category with one affective value. Thus, the affec
tive reaction is an unequivocal opposite reaction. However, when the 
ingroup-category is the source of the affective reaction, there are two 
exemplars that represent the ingroup-category: the prime, but also 
the perceiver (see Dawes, 1989; Often & Wentura, 2001, for related 
arguments involving self-anchoring effects). Since the initial affective 
state of the perceiver is neutral and the value of the prime is posi
tive or negative, the composite value representing the ingroup may 
be more moderate than in the case of outgroup-contrast, causing a 
weaker affective reaction. 

In order to gain more support for our hypotheses we conducted 
a replication of Experiment 1. However, in Experiment 2 we used a 
different set of faces and more target photographs. Moreover to justify 

6ln the exit-questions, 94.4% of the participants indicated that they were unaware of 
the presence of any suboptimal primes, 5.2% of the participants indicated they noticed 
something flashing before the presentation of a target, and 0.4% of the participants 
indicated they noticed a face before the presentation of the target, but could not specify 
the sex-category or the facial expression. Eliminating participants of this last category 
from the sample did not change the effects. 
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the three-way split on mood, we measured participants' mood states 
both before and after the evaluation task to rule out possible mood 
effects caused by the affective primes. 

2.2 Experiment 2 

Method 

Participants We recruited 197 students (111 women and 86 
men) as participants for the experiment, for which they received about 
5 US$. The mean age of the participants was 20.5 years {SD = 3.7). 

Design, apparatus, and procedures These were the same as 
in Experiment 1, except that a mood-questionnaire was administered 
both before and after the person-evaluation task. 

Materials and questionnaire Participants evaluated 48 photo
graphs, consisting of 10 target and 38 filler photographs. The target, 
filler, and prime photographs were taken from the Karolinska directed 
emotional faces set (Lundqvist, Flykt, & Öhman, 1998). The pho
tographs displayed male or female faces with a neutral (targets and 
fillers), happy or angry (primes) expression. The height of the pho
tographs was 20 cm and the width 14.8 cm. The meaningless prime 
was an image of a gray pattern. 

The scales of the mood-questionnaires were changed into con
tinuous scales so that participants could indicate their responses by 
putting a mark on a 100-millimeter line, and would not be able to ex
actly remember the responses of the first time they completed the 
questionnaire. The mood-questionnaire was reliable (pre: a = .87, 
post: a = .88). 

Results and discussion In the person-evaluation data responses 
below 100 ms were excluded from the analyses, because it is un
likely that these responses were directed to the stimulus. We also ex
cluded the data of three participants from the analyses because they 
responded the same to each person in the series. Per condition we 
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computed the proportion of positive responses in the first impressions 
of the ten targets. 

The mean sum score of the participants on the pre-mood ques
tionnaire was 67.17 (SD = 13.30) with a minimum-score of 13.70 and 
a maximum-score of 90.007. In order to test our hypotheses for the 
neutral participants, we again divided the participants in three groups 
of equal size based on their mood at the start of the experiment. Then 
we performed a Prime Valence x Relation between Prime and Per-
ceiver x Sex of Target Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) on the propor
tions of positive responses of the participants with a neutral mood8. 
Two main-effects of Prime Valence and Sex of Target were revealed, 
F(l,57) = 5.49,p < .05,77 = .30 and F(1,57) = 7.98,p < .01,7? = .35 
respectively. Participants evaluated the neutral targets more positively 
after a negative prime (M = 0.59, SD = 0.19) compared to after a 
positive prime (M = 0.50, SD = 0.23). Furthermore, participants eval
uated the male neutral targets more negatively (M = 0.49, SD = 0.22) 
than the female neutral targets (M = 0.61, SD = 0.18). 

Additionally, we again found the expected interaction of Prime Va
lence by Relation between Prime and Perceiver, F(l,57) = 6.16,p < 
.05,7? == .31. This interaction was not mediated by the mood reports, 
which were assessed at the beginning of the experiment. Proportions 
and standard deviations are displayed in Table 2.3. 

As expected, in the case of opposite-sex primes, participants in a 
neutral mood evaluated neutral targets more negatively when these 
targets were preceded by positive primes, than when these targets 
were preceded by negative primes, F(l,63) = 9.67, p < .01, indicat
ing contrast. In the case of same-sex primes, the pattern of propor
tions was opposite, suggesting assimilation, although the effect was 
not significant, F < 1. Furthermore, participants in a neutral mood 
evaluated neutral targets more negatively when these targets were 

7Although the mood scales from experiment 1 and 2 are not really comparable since 
the first was a 9-point Likert scale and the second a 100 millimeter line, the mood scores 
were in a similar range in both experiments. 

8First we conducted a (Prime-valence) x (Relation between prime and participant) x 
(Sex of target) x (Mood) Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) on the mean target-evaluations 
of all participants. The expected three-way interaction of Prime-valence, Relation be
tween prime and participant, and mood was not significant however (F(2,173) = 1.70). 
Because we had specific expectations about an interaction between Prime-valence and 
Relation between prime and participant for participants in a neutral mood, which we 
also found in the first experiment, we find it justified investigating our hypotheses for 
participants in a neutral mood only. 
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Table 2.3: Proportions of positive responses to neutral targets, sub-
optimally primed with happy or angry, same- or opposite sex faces for 
participants in a neutral mood (Experiment 2). 

Prime Valence 
Relation between 

prime and participant Positive (Happy) Negative (Angry) 
Same Sex 

M 0.5aa 0.55afc 

SD 0.22 0.18 
Opposite Sex 

M 0.44b 0.66a 

SD 0.21 0.19 

Note: Proportions with different subscripts differ according to simple main effect analy
ses at p < .05. 

preceded by positive opposite-sex primes, than when these targets 
were preceded by positive same-sex primes, F(l,63) = 4.22, p < .05. 
In the case of negative same-sex and opposite-sex prime conditions 
the pattern of proportions was opposite, however, this was not signifi
cant, F(l,63) = 1.82. 

Furthermore we performed a Prime Valence x Relation between 
Prime and Perceiver x Sex of Target Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 
both on the proportions of positive responses of the participants with 
a negative mood and on proportions of positive responses of the par
ticipants with a positive mood. No significant effects were found. 

To investigate possible effects on the mood measure that was ad
ministered after the person-evaluation task, we performed a Prime 
Valence x Relation between Prime and Perceiver x Sex of Target Anal
ysis of Variance (ANOVA) on the mean mood sum-scores. No effects 
were revealed by this analysis. 

The results of Experiment 2 again provide support for our hypothe
ses. Participants in a neutral mood showed contrastive evaluations 
when the unconscious9 affective prime was a face of an outgroup-

9 ln the exit-questions 76.6% of the participants indicated they were unaware of the 
presence of any suboptimal primes, 19.8% of the participants indicated they noticed 
something flashing before the presentation of a target, and 3.6% of the participants 
indicated they noticed a face before the presentation of the target, but could not specify 
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category. Again, we did not obtain evidence for assimilative evalua
tions when an affective prime of an ingroup-category was presented. 
In addition, we did not replicate our findings from the first experiment 
concerning the evaluations of the perceiver's own mood. We can ex
plain the lack of an effect on mood if we assume that our manipu
lations did not affect the mood-measure that was administered after 
the person-evaluation task, because the same mood questionnaire 
was administered before the person-evaluation task. We tried to cir
cumvent the problem of using the same questionnaire twice by us
ing continuous scales. Nevertheless, considering the high correlation 
between the two mood questionnaires (r = .78,p < .01), it is pos
sible that participants remembered and reproduced their responses 
from the first mood questionnaire when completing the second mood 
questionnaire. 

General discussion Two experiments provide evidence for the hy
potheses that contrastive affective reactions can occur automatically 
and that the origin of affective information can be important in deter
mining the direction of an automatic affective reaction, even when per-
ceivers are not consciously aware of the origin. The results show that 
participants in a neutral mood reported contrastive first impressions of 
neutral targets after the suboptimal presentation of affective outgroup-
category cues. In the first experiment, we additionally showed that 
affective outgroup-category cues similarly influenced the perceiver's 
mood evaluations. We conclude that, in an intergroup context, the 
affective reactions towards affective cues can depend on the uncon
scious automatic categorization of these cues as part of an activated 
social category. Automatic comparison processes between the affec
tive cue and the perceiver's self determine whether these cues be
long to the in- or outgroup-category. In the case of outgroup-category 
cues, we propose that perceivers automatically experience an oppo
site reaction to the affective information because the information is 
associated to the outgroup from which they automatically differentiate 
themselves, whereas in the case of ingroup-category cues, the cues 
may activate the perceiver's self and perceivers may unconsciously 
view the affective information as reflecting their feelings. The result
ing affective reaction from both types of primes then spills over onto 

the sex-category or the facial expression. As in Experiment 1, eliminating participants 
of this last category from the sample did not change the effects. 
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the evaluation of a neutral person and one's own mood. Because 
people are unaware of the affective primes that produce an affective 
reaction, they may unconsciously attribute this affective reaction to 
the (neutral) target or their own mood respectively and they evaluate 
it accordingly (Winkielman et al., 1997). 

Two important aspects of the present experiment deviate from ear
lier affective priming studies: In the present research we activated an 
intergroup context beforehand, which we argue increased the activa
tion of the affective prime's social category, making automatic compar
isons between the self and the category of the affective prime more 
likely. Moreover, both the affective primes and the neutral targets, 
which were evaluated by the participants, were "real" persons from 
opposite social categories. We claim that in this kind of social context 
automatic social categorization effects are more likely to occur than 
in a context in which participants evaluate other types of (non-social) 
stimuli. For the evaluation of non-social stimuli social categories are 
irrelevant. Therefore the social categories of the affective primes are 
unlikely to be (or stay) activated then. 

However, the present experiments did not demonstrate a clear as
similation effect when suboptimal, ingroup-category primes preceded 
the neutral targets. This is not so surprising in retrospect, because in 
the present intergroup context the affective information of the outgroup-
category may have had more weight than the affective information of 
the ingroup-category. The ingroup-category included both the prime 
and the perceiver as exemplars of the category, whereas the outgroup-
category only included the prime. When an affective outgroup-catego-
ry prime was presented, the overall value of the category was equal to 
the affective value of the prime. However, when an ingroup-category 
affective prime was presented, the overall value of the category might 
reflect the mean of the exemplar values, that is including the self (see 
Dawes, 1989, for a related argument with regard to false consensus 
effects). Since the perceiver's initial affective state is neutral (i.e. in 
the neutral mood), this may have resulted in a less intense affective 
reaction. 

More importantly, however, the present experiments demonstrate 
the occurrence of automatic, affective, contrastive reactions that col
ored the evaluation of a neutral target. Previously it has been as
sumed that unconscious affective cues may produce assimilation (Mur
phy & Zajonc, 1993). Although Glaser and Banaji (1999) have demon
strated contrast effects in affective priming before as a result of auto-
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matic correction, we argue that in the present experiments automatic 
comparison processes between the affective prime and the self were 
the underlying mechanism that caused contrast to occur. Because 
we presented the primes suboptimally and none of the participants 
reported detecting the content of the primes, it is unlikely that correc
tion processes produced these contrast effects. 

Moreover, our results demonstrate that certain properties of the 
origin of the affective stimulus, in this case the social category of 
the stimulus, may determine the perceiver's affective reaction. To 
our knowledge, a possible influence of unconscious self-related pro
cesses on affective priming has not been considered before. Previous 
experiments demonstrating congruent priming effects (e.g., Murphy & 
Zajonc, 1993) have not suggested the operation of self-related pro
cesses implicating social categorization. In addition, automatic con
trast effects that have been reported in research on affective priming 
(Glaser & Banaji, 1999; Stapel et al., 2002), also have not indicated 
a self-other (ingroup vs. outgroup) differentiation process underlying 
affective reactions. 

The observation that the evaluations of the neutral targets did not 
reveal ingroup bias (i.e. evaluating the ingroup more positively than 
the outgroup as a main effect) indicates that the address of the affec
tive reaction was unimportant in the evaluation process. If the par
ticipants' evaluations were controlled, we might expect the likelihood 
for conscious differentiation of the target to increase, for instance as 
revealed by ingroup bias. The lack of differentiation therefore pro
vides indirect evidence for the hypothesis that the evaluation process 
investigated in the present experiments proceeded automatically and 
without control. This indicates that immediate first impressions of per
sons can indeed be determined by incidental affect, especially when 
hardly any information about the person is available. 

This research also provides indirect but compelling evidence for 
the assumption that (self) categorization processes can occur auto
matically and unconsciously. The results show that the suboptimally 
presented primes activated the relation between the perceiver and 
the prime in terms of in/outgroup category. This implies that in certain 
contexts a person's social identity can be activated automatically and 
outside of awareness. 

To our knowledge, this research is the first to demonstrate auto
matic comparison contrast, satisfying all four criteria of automaticity 
(Bargh, 1994). We presented the primes suboptimally so that par-
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ticipants would be unaware of the content of the primes that caused 
the automatic affective reactions. Moreover, because the affective re
actions were triggered by the suboptimal primes, this indicates the 
affective reaction was unintentional. In addition, the affective reaction 
might be considered efficient, in that participant encoded the primes 
despite the fact that they were suboptimal. We conclude that partici
pants were unable to control their affective reactions, because other
wise they probably would have corrected for their affective reactions in 
the evaluations of the neutral target persons, resulting in similar eval
uations over all conditions. In previous research that demonstrated 
automatic contrast, although participants were unaware of the link 
between the prime and their subsequent behavior, the context infor
mation was always consciously presented (Dijksterhuis et al., 1998, 
2001; Spears et al., 2003; Stapel & Koomen, 2001). 

Furthermore, the present research demonstrated that affective in-
or outgroup category primes are less effective for people in a strong 
positive or negative mood than for people in a neutral mood. As ex
plained earlier, a difference in self-focus may be the cause of this 
sensitivity difference. Wood et al. (1990) argue for instance that af
fect can serve as a possible cause of self-focused attention. In addi
tion, an intense mood may stimulate the salience of the individual self, 
making automatic categorization processes in ingroup- and outgroup-
categories less likely. 

Further research needs to uncover the precise mechanisms that 
cause contrast effects to occur after suboptimal affective priming. In 
the present case, using sex- categories, certain aspects of the ingroup-
outgroup relation, and specifically identification with the ingroup-cate-
gory, may have been relevant to the differentiation process that we 
have demonstrated. Recently researchers have identified a number 
of components of group identification, distinguishing for example be
tween affective commitment and more cognitive self-categorization 
components (Ellemers et al., 1999; Jackson & Smith, 1999). This dis
tinction may help to explain intergroup differentiation without strong 
evidence for affectively based "ingroup bias" (recall that both sexes 
rated women more positively). Our results are best interpreted in 
terms of perceivers making an automatic "us vs. them" distinction be
tween themselves and opposite-sex primes, rather than automatically 
evaluating ingroup primes (or targets) more positively than outgroup 
primes (or targets). Although affect is clearly implicated, albeit in an 
incidental way (through encoding of facial expression), we think that 
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self-other categorization processes rather than motivational ingroup 
bias drives the present process. An inter-category differentiation pro
cess (with affect tagged to it) is sufficient to explain the present results, 
and does not require the assumption of more motivated process of in
group favoritism (cf. Brewer, 1979; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

Another avenue for research is to investigate whether the same ef
fects can also be demonstrated for categories that are not chronically 
accessible (although a prerequisite is that they can be automatically 
activated). Employing primes of people who can be categorized in 
multiple ways depending on the activated context raises particularly 
interesting possibilities. If the affective reaction indeed depends on 
the way the primes are categorized, this would provide evidence for 
the idea that, in addition to chronically activated categories, all kinds 
of social categorization processes can produce automatic affective 
reactions. 

In conclusion, the present research demonstrates that suboptimal 
affective priming can lead to affective reactions that are in the oppo
site direction to the affective prime, when people categorize the prime 
as a member of the outgroup-category. The fact that the affective 
primes were presented suboptimally indicates that the categorization 
of the primes must have occurred automatically. Moreover, we con
clude that the evaluation of the neutral target persons may also have 
occurred automatically, because no target category effects appeared. 
Finally, there is a growing body of research showing that we can de
tect affectively charged information very quickly and unconsciously, 
and that this may have evolutionary utility (e.g., Bargh et al., 1992). 
Nevertheless, until now there has been little or no evidence that our 
social relation to the source (as opposed to the affective charge of 
the stimulus itself) may dramatically change our automatic affective 
responses. However, for social animals like ourselves it would make 
sense, perhaps also in evolutionary terms, if the unconscious realm, 
and our automatic reactions to it, were just as complex and socially 
structured as our relations and behavior in the conscious domain. At 
the same time the power of affect to become incidentally associated 
with unrelated target stimuli would also help to explain that our first 
impressions of others sometimes seem irrational and puzzling, even 
to ourselves. 





Chapter 3 

From Murphy and Zajonc 
to morphing in science: 
A Frame-and-compare 
evaluation (FACE) model 
of affective person 
judgment1 

Sometimes we take an instant dislike to a person, for no apparent rea
son. Why might this be? More generally, how do we form evaluative 
first impressions of people we have never seen before (most people 
would acknowledge that we do)? We argue that first impressions are 
relative and thus often formed in comparison to other persons either 
present in context or available in memory. In other words the outcome 
may depend on whether and to whom we compare (so far familiar ter
ritory for social comparison theories). But what determines the others 
with whom we compare and who may therefore determine the direc
tion of the evaluation? Although proximity in time and space may be 
important factors, again in common with social comparison theories, 

1This chapter is based on Ruys et al. (2003b). 
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we propose that the similarity or relevance of the other is also cru
cial to the chance of making a comparison. However, we argue that 
similarity has a double-edged nature. We propose that the effect of 
similarity on the judgment of the new person caused by increasing the 
likelihood of making a comparison, can be opposite to the effect sim
ilarity can have when actually making the comparison. This duality 
of similarity is accommodated by proposing two stages in the com
parison process. These two stages, and the contrasting effects of 
similarity they evoke in affective judgments of people form the central 
focus of this chapter. 

A central aim of the present chapter is to integrate elements of 
existing theories on person comparison and affective priming by de
veloping a two stage model, which we call Frame-And-Compare Eval
uation (FACE), in which we address factors that determine whether 
or not people are compared, and the outcome of the comparison pro
cess. The frame stage involves placing the stimulus in a comparison 
frame, whereas the compare stage concerns a feature matching pro
cess. In contrast to previous theories of comparison processes, we 
explicitly characterize the frame stage as necessarily automatic, and 
the compare stage as (usually) relatively less automatic. An explicit 
distinction between two contrasting functions of similarity is also in
troduced, reflected in the two stages of the model and results in the 
novel prediction that similarity perceived during the two stages has 
opposite effects on outcome evaluations. This two-stage model can 
be applied to social judgment phenomena in general, as well as af
fective processes. 

The literature on the effects of contextual affective information on 
the judgment of targets, like the social judgment literature more gener
ally, provides evidence that such contextual information can influence 
judgments in the same direction (assimilation) as well as the opposite 
direction (contrast). For example, when this contextual information 
consists of a person with a happy facial expression, this may lead to 
a positive evaluation of a neutral person as a result of assimilation, 
but may also lead to a negative evaluation if these persons are com
pared and contrasted with each other. These divergent effects raise 
the question of what determines when which one will occur. One aim 
of the current research is to add to existing theory and provide some 
further insight into this issue. We begin by considering existing ap
proaches that address this question. We then borrow from and build 
on these to make up the FACE. 
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ICM, SAM, and FACE Much research concerning affective reac
tions towards people shows that person evaluations are colored by 
other available affective information, such as people's own mood 
(Asuncion & Lam, 1995; Krosnick et al., 1992). These "assimilation" 
effects can be viewed as being caused by the interpretation of the 
target person in the same light as affective information from another 
source or mood state (Stapel & Koomen, 2000). On the other hand, 
contrastive affective reactions can also occur as a result of priming 
with affective stimuli, especially when those affective stimuli represent 
other people (see Chapter 2 of this thesis, Stapel et al., 2002; Stapel 
& Spears, 1996). In line with the interpretation-comparison model 
of Stapel, Koomen, and colleagues (ICM; Stapel & Koomen, 2000, 
2001; Stapel & Spears, 1996; Stapel & Winkielman, 1998), when 
the affective information is embodied by other people, contrast-effects 
may occur in affective reactions as a consequence of comparison pro
cesses. According to this model, the comparison process is closely 
linked to contrast. Assimilation effects occur when contextual infor
mation is used to interpret an ambiguous stimulus and thus no direct 
comparison takes place (Stapel & Winkielman, 1998; see also Stapel 
& Koomen, 2001). What then determines whether we "compare with" 
rather than "interpret in terms of"? One critical factor is the perceived 
distinctiveness of the contextual information. Distinctiveness is high 
when the contextual information constitutes or is carried by discrete 
persons, as is the case in the present research. It is this distinctive
ness (the separateness of two people, the comparison standard and 
target) that explains the emergence of contrast. However, not all dis
tinctive stimuli are always compared. According to ICM the degree of 
similarity between target and comparison standard in terms of cate
gory membership, and the relevance of the object-information for the 
judgment dimension of the target, also contribute to the likelihood of 
comparison occurring (Stapel & Winkielman, 1998; see also Turner, 
1987, for a similar argument). As Stapel, Koomen, and Van Der Pligt 
(1997) put it: 

"similarity breeds comparability". 

We might add, according to ICM, that comparison breeds contrast. 
Despite considerable evidence that contrast-effects often occur 

when comparison processes are involved, in their selective accessi
bility model (SAM) Mussweiler and colleagues have shown that as
similation can also result from a comparison process (Mussweiler, 
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2001b, 2001a, 2002; Mussweiler & Strack, 2000). That is, Mussweiler 
argues that comparison processes can cause both assimilation and 
contrast-effects. Depending on the perceiver's holistic similarity as
sessment, attention can be focused on similarities between objects or 
on differences, causing a differential outcome of the comparison pro
cess. When people engage in "similarity testing" this may lead to the 
selective accessibility of standard consistent knowledge resulting in 
assimilation. On the other hand, when people engage in "dissimilarity 
testing" the selective accessibility of standard inconsistent knowledge 
results in contrast. It is not entirely clear to us which factors may direct 
the holistic similarity assessment specified in SAM. 

It is striking, then, that both Stapel and Winkielman (1998) and 
(Mussweiler, 2001a) view the degree of similarity between objects 
as the decisive variable for the occurrence and the outcome of the 
comparison process, yet apparently with sometimes contrary results. 
Building on these two approaches, and in an attempt to integrate key 
elements, we argue that it may be useful to make an explicit distinc
tion between two sides or functions of similarity in order to refine our 
insights into the comparison process. In FACE these two sides of 
similarity are represented in the two stages of the model. The first 
stage involves the activation of a comparison frame determining the 
comparability between persons, followed by a second stage in which 
features are classified as similarities or differences (see Figure 3.1). 

First, objects need to be similar in the sense that they can be com
pared to each other. For instance, in making an evaluation concern
ing a new colleague, it is more likely that you compare this person 
to a familiar colleague than to your grandmother. We refer to this as 
comparability (see also Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 2002, or operationally 
the likelihood that two things will directly be compared. In this re
spect, we argue that a certain degree of comparison frame activation 
or an overarching dimension needs to be present to fit both objects 
for this to occur. This idea, already referred to above by Stapel and 
colleagues, is not new in and of itself (i.e., it is sometimes simply as
sumed, or assumed to have occurred, in social judgment models). As 
Sherif and Hovland (1961) noted some decades ago: 

"When one solicits an individual's attitude towards some 
social issue, person, or group, one typically finds that the 
process involves placement of the issue in a framework 
and assignment to a category." 
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Stage 1 Stage 2 Outcome 

activation of 
comparison frame 

differences salient: 
contrast 

similarities salient: 
assimilation/ no effect 

assimilation 

no effect 

Figure 3.1: Frame-and-compare evaluation model of person judg
ment. 
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What is new for our model is to make this process explicit as a stage 
distinct and independent from subsequent elements of the compari
son process, and thereby to consider the different nature of this first 
process stage from subsequent processes, offering an explanation for 
seemingly contradictory findings. Moreover, we propose that people 
need not be aware of the similarity between the objects for compa
rability to be present or to increase, and that this side of similarity 
can be activated automatically. Indeed, this is consistent with the ar
gument that social comparison processes more generally can occur 
spontaneously and automatically (Gilbert, Giesler, & Morris, 1995). 

However, what exactly determines the comparability between com
parison objects? This is not pre-given or stable and may depend on 
nature of the context and the target stimulus, or on the mindset of the 
perceiver (Stapel & Koomen, 2001). As Tversky (1977) noted: 

"Like other judgments, similarity depends on context and 
frame of reference." (pp. 304) 

The placing of two objects in a comparison frame may be regarded 
as a categorization process. In our view the comparison frame ac
tivated by the social context may determine whether or not two ob
jects are regarded as belonging to the same category. According to 
(Turner, 1987) categorization follows the principle of meta-contrast 
(Campbell, 1958) that weighs the intra-class differences against the 
inter-class differences. Although the meta-contrast calculation sug
gests a deliberative and effortful process, we propose that the na
ture of this can be and often is automatic (see also Spears, 2001). 
Research using the relatively automatic Ebbinghaus perceptual illu
sion (Stapel & Koomen, 1997) provides strong suggestive evidence 
that assigning people to the same category, and comparing and con
trasting them as a result, can occur relatively automatically (Pickett, 
2001). Specifically, different social targets sharing a more meaningful 
and thus entitative common category (Campbell, 1958) resulted in a 
stronger contrast illusion than less entitative groups (Pickett, 2001). 
This research indicates that the more entitative comparison frame 
that was activated, automatically determined the degree of compa
rability between the persons, producing the contrast-based illusion. 
Thus, whenever the degree to which a comparison frame is activated 
increases, (subsequent) comparison processes become more likely. 
However, when objects are not compared, we assume no effect or 
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even interpretation effects in the form of assimilation will appear (e.g., 
Stapel & Spears, 1996; Stapel & Winkielman, 1998). 

The second side of similarity, or the salience of differences or sim
ilarities, will direct the outcome of the comparison process. This stage 
of comparison can be conceptualized as a feature matching process, 
in which the extent to which the objects contain differences and sim
ilarities is assessed (Brown, 1953; Campbell, 1958; Tversky, 1977). 
In line with SAM, the degree to which similarities or differences be
tween objects are salient during this matching process can determine 
whether assimilation or contrast ensues (Mussweiler, 2001a, 2002). 
Thus, comparing a new colleague to a familiar colleague may result 
in an evaluation that is in the opposite direction (contrast) if you fo
cus on features on which they differ such as physical appearance. 
Conversely, if you focus on the features they have in common, such 
as research interests, this comparison may result in a similar evalu
ation (assimilation). This focus on differences or similarities may be 
determined by the mindset of the perceiver or by the nature of the 
stimulus features. Previous research suggests that the salience of dif
ferences or similarities can only affect the outcome of the comparison 
when they are salient on a dimension that is also relevant or related 
to the judgment dimension (Brown, 1953; Mussweiler, 2002; Stapel 
& Winkielman, 1998). We argue however, that when the comparative 
judgment involves a general affective dimension, then that dimension 
becomes less important (see Stapel & Koomen, 2000). 

The FACE model of person-judgment extends previous research 
in several key ways. First, we explicitly distinguish two functions of 
similarity and study these functions within one theoretical framework. 
Depending on the stage in which similarity is activated, opposite ef
fects can be expected because of the different functions similarity may 
serve. In keeping with ICM, similarity in the first (frame) stage should 
increase comparability, the likelihood that people will be compared, 
and thus increase the chance of resulting contrast. However, in keep
ing with SAM, similarity perceived at the second (compare) stage, 
should increase the likelihood that the people are judged as similar 
and thus leads to assimilation, with perceived differences leading to 
contrast. The effect of similarity is therefore crucially dependent on 
the stage at which it is perceived. 

The role of similarity in FACE is slightly more complex than in the 
two parent models from which we draw. Specifically, although the ICM 
does regard similarity as a determinant of comparability (i.e. our first 
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stage) and therefore as an important stimulant for social comparison, 
because the comparison process is treated as relatively unitary within 
ICM, this model less easily accommodates assimilation as resulting 
from comparison in general, and similarity in particular. SAM is able 
to deal with comparison as leading to both contrast and assimilation 
and the second stage of our model corresponds closely to the testing 
for similarities and differences in SAM. However, the process by which 
stimuli become compared in the first place, and specifically the role 
of similarity in this process is less specified in SAM. Although SAM 
refers to a process of standard selection to set up the comparison 
process, the exact role of similarity is less clear here (i.e. than in de
termining the outcome of comparison). Nor is it clear whether this is 
an automatic or controlled process ("selection" might suggest a more 
controlled process). Even though SAM does incorporate a holistic 
similarity judgment early in the comparison process, it seems to cor
respond more to the second compare stage of our model where the 
outcome of comparison (i.e. focusing on salient similarities or differ
ences) is being determined. In short, because we distinguish the role 
of similarity and different functions of similarity at these two stages we 
are able to integrate important aspects of both parent models within 
a common framework, and potentially explain contrasting effects of 
similarity on comparison in the process. 

The FACE model also extends previous work by including affec
tive reactions towards persons. In previous social judgment research, 
participants were often provided with verbal information as contextual 
information, whereas in the present research the only available infor
mation was pictorial. Previous research has demonstrated that words 
and pictures can activate different kinds of internal representations 
and thus have different effects on information processing (Carr, Mc-
Cauley, Sperber, & Parmelee, 1982; De Houwer & Hermans, 1994; 
Raccuglia & Phaf, 1997). However, we do not expect different ef
fects of pictorial information in the processes represented in the FACE 
model. In addition, neurological evidence exists, which shows that af
fective information as opposed to cognitive information is processed 
by separate neural systems (e.g., LeDoux, 1989). For this reason it 
is important to investigate the influence and the mechanisms of both 
types of information, especially when studying first impressions. How
ever, in previous research in this area stimulus materials were gener
ally of a linguistic nature, whereas in the present experiments we used 
typical visual affective cues as contextual information, namely facial 
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expressions. Furthermore, because of the affective nature of the con
textual information, we assume that the participants' responses in our 
experiments were less likely to be the result of cognitive knowledge 
accessibility effects as was the case in most previous research on so
cial comparison effects (Mussweiler, 2002; Stapel & Koomen, 2001). 
However, we think that affective reactions like other types of social 
judgments are vulnerable to comparison processes. Therefore we 
propose that either comparison processes or solely the affective re
action to the target will determine the affective response, depending 
on the degree of comparison frame activation. 

Overview In order to test the FACE model, we conducted five exper
iments in which we manipulated the two functions of similarity: com
parability (frame stage) and matching features (compare stage). The 
implication of making this distinction explicit is that the same similarity-
relevant information can serve either function, often with contrasting 
consequences, depending on the stage in which it occurs. In the first 
two experiments we investigated the influence of the degree of com
parison frame activation on first impressions of persons. For example, 
we showed in the research described in Chapter 2 on affective prim
ing of neutral persons that the facial expression of a person could 
influence a first impression of a second person. We propose that the 
presence or absence of comparison processes can determine the di
rection of that effect. When two persons are comparable because of 
the social context, then this will increase the degree to which a com
parison frame becomes activated. Furthermore, when the frame is 
activated the difference in facial expression between the two persons 
should become salient, causing contrast in the outcome of the com
parison process, in this case affective judgments. Thus, attention is 
only paid to differences when a comparison frame is activated to a 
certain extent, resulting in contrastive evaluations. 

In the third experiment we attempted to measure the degree to 
which a comparison frame was activated explicitly. Moreover, to pro
vide evidence for the generality of the effects on comparison out
comes, we measured perceived similarity between prime and target to 
assess the extent to which the degree of comparability influenced the 
outcome of the comparison process, instead of general evaluations. 

We conducted a fourth experiment to offer more direct support for 
the frame stage of our FACE model. Specifically, we aimed to demon-
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strate more directly the relativity of comparison frame activation in that 
the (social) context can activate different degrees of comparability be
tween persons. A second aim of Experiment 4 was to demonstrate 
that this first stage of the comparison process requires little or no at
tention, suggesting that the frame stage is automatic. 

Finally, to reveal both sides of similarity we conducted a fifth exper
iment, in which we investigated the influence of people's awareness 
of similarity between persons on the outcome of the comparison pro
cess. We propose that when people are made aware of a certain 
degree of similarity between two persons, similarities become salient, 
resulting in assimilative evaluations. However, when people are un
aware of the similarity between persons, unconsciously activated sim
ilarity can merely serve as comparison frame (frame stage) and sub
sequently cause contrastive evaluations because of a salience of dif
ferences (compare stage). 

3.1 Experiment 1 

The first experiment investigated the influence of the degree of com
parability between persons on participants' first impressions of those 
persons. Participants were exposed to a series of visible photographs 
depicting faces of males and females with a neutral, happy, or angry 
expression. The participants task was to indicate their first impres
sion of the person on each photograph by pressing a positive or a 
negative button. We expected the impression of a neutral person (the 
target) to be influenced by the happy or angry expression of the per
son that preceded it (the prime) and by the comparability of prime 
and target, which is reflected in the degree to which a comparison 
frame is activated. We assume that in the present paradigm and in 
line with the ICM (Stapel & Koomen, 2000), the baseline or default 
reaction of the participants will be to compare the persons to each 
other to some degree. The prime-target pairs presented are after all 
extremely proximal, they were of the same gender and selected to be 
in a similar range of attractiveness: all factors that should encourage 
comparison between two individual exemplars. However, we propose 
that any factors causing a decrease in comparability between prime 
and target may lead to a diminished inclination to compare these per
sons in order to evaluate the target. This diminished inclination to 
compare these persons may result in weakened contrastive evalua-



Comparing persons 61 

tions caused by the salient differences on the affective dimension at 
the compare stage. 

In this research comparability was manipulated by means of a sub-
optimally presented morph, which was intended to link the affective 
prime and the target. Moreover, to obtain different levels of compa
rability, the morph was either related or unrelated to the prime and 
target faces. We produced the morphs by merging the faces of two 
persons into one face. Then this morphed face evenly resembles the 
faces from which it was built. We term a morph as being related 
when it is a fusion of the faces of the person who serves as a com
parison standard (the prime) and the person that has to be evaluated 
(the target), and unrelated when the morph is a fusion of two ran
domly chosen different faces. The morphs were built from faces with 
a neutral expression. We argue that suboptimally inserting a related 
morph maintains or even enhances the relevance and similarity be
tween prime and target in the sense of comparability, whereas the 
insertion of an unrelated morph may disrupt the degree of compari
son frame activation, resulting in a decreased comparability between 
prime and target. We chose to manipulate the degree of compara
bility by inserting morphs to ensure that the visible stimulus materials 
in the different conditions would appear the same for all participants. 
The morphs were presented suboptimally to prevent participants from 
thinking about the presence of the morphs and to prevent a salience 
of similarity between the persons, because our aim was to manipulate 
the (automatic) frame stage of the FACE model. 

Method 

Participants We recruited 68 female2 psychology students as 
participants for the experiment, for which they received €5 or partial 
course credit. 

Design We used a 2 (Comparability: high vs. low) x 2 (Prime 
Valence: positive vs. negative) between participants design. Target, 

2 In Experiment 1 and 2 only female participants took part because very few male 
participants were available. Although we are convinced that there are no gender dif
ferences in when comparison takes place and the determination of the direction of the 
outcome of a comparison, we do think that allowing just a few men in the sample would 
only introduce more noise instead of clarity. 
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prime, and filler photographs consisting of an equal number of male 
and female faces with a neutral, happy, or angry expression appeared 
in the same randomly generated order for each participant, provided 
that a prime always preceded a target of the same sex. The targets 
were faces with a neutral expression, the primes were faces with a 
happy or angry expression depending on the prime valence condi
tion, whereas the fillers could be faces with a neutral, happy, or angry 
expression. 

As explained above, we manipulated comparability by inserting a 
suboptimal related (high comparability) or unrelated morph (low com
parability) between prime and target. Suboptimal meaningless pic
tures preceded the prime and filler faces to make sure participants 
would not detect a difference between target trials, prime trials and 
filler trials. The suboptimal stimuli appeared for approximately 31.6 
ms. 

Materials and apparatus Participants evaluated 48 photo
graphs, consisting of 16 faces with a neutral expression, 16 faces 
with a happy expression, and 16 faces with an angry expression. Six 
of the neutral faces were targets, and six of the happy or angry faces 
were primes, whereas the other 36 faces were fillers. We also mea
sured the response latencies of the evaluations to make sure that all 
responses were directed at the target-stimulus. 

The photographs were taken from Martinez and Benavente (1998). 
In a pretest, we asked participants explicitly about the facial expres
sions of the persons on the photographs. Faces were selected for the 
present experiment when judgments corresponded to the displayed 
expression and differed significantly on the three expressions. The 
height of the photographs was 27.1 cm and the width 20.3 cm. 

The morphs were created with the program Morpher 2.0. The 
height of the morphs was 25.4 cm and the width 19.0 cm. The mean
ingless prime was an image of a gray pattern of a similar size. 

The program Flexi was used on an iMac personal computer to 
present the stimuli and to record the responses. Monitor refresh rates 
were set at 95 Hz yielding 10.53 ms per cycle and 800 x 600 resolu
tion. The suboptimal morphs were presented for three refresh-cycles 
(31.6 ms) similar to our previous research (see Chapter 2). The dis
tance between the participant and the monitor was approximately 60 
cm. 
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Procedure When participants arrived at the laboratory, they 
were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. We told the par
ticipants that the experiment concerned first impressions of persons 
and that these persons would be presented to them on the computer 
screen. In terms of the task, participants were instructed to focus their 
attention on the screen and to respond fast so that their impression 
would be based on their first intuition about the person. Participants 
could express their impression of the target stimulus by pressing a 
negative or a positive button. For half of the participants the negative 
button was located on the right side of the keyboard and the positive 
button on the left side, while for the other half of the participants the 
buttons were switched. 

A target trial started with a pause of a second, followed by a morph 
for three refresh cycles (approximately 31.6 ms), followed by a target 
stimulus that stayed on the screen until the participants response or 
until ten seconds had passed. Prime and filler trials were similar to 
target trials, except that a meaningless picture was presented instead 
of a morph. There was a pause of four seconds between trials. The 
order of trials was such that a prime-trial always preceded a target-
trial, so morphs were always presented between prime and target. 

At the end of the experiment we asked participants what they 
thought the goal of our study was and then we thanked them for par
ticipation. None of the participants were able to describe the real 
purpose of the study. 

Results and discussion Responses below 100 ms were excluded 
from the analysis, because it is unlikely that these responses were 
directed to the stimulus. Per condition we computed the proportion of 
positive responses in the first impressions of the six targets. 

To test our hypotheses we performed a Comparability x Prime va
lence Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) on the proportions of positive 
responses. The expected Comparability by Prime valence interaction 
was significant, F(l,64) = 4.25, p < .05, rj = .25. There were no 
main effects.Fs < 1.23. Proportions and standard deviations are dis
played in Table 3.1. Next we performed simple effects. As expected in 
the case of high comparability between prime and target, participants 
more often evaluated the targets positively when the targets were pre
ceded by negative primes, than when the targets were preceded by 
positive primes, F(l,66) = 5.47, p < .05, indicating contrast. In the 
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Table 3.1: Proportions of positive responses to Neutral Target Faces 
as a Function of Comparability and Prime Valence (Experiment 1). 

Prime Valence 
Comparability Positive (Happy) Negative (Angry) 

High (related morph) 
M 0.51a 0.716 

SD 0.24 0.22 
Low (unrelated morph) 

M 0.69ft 0.63b 
SD 0.31 0.28 

Note: Proportions with different subscripts differ according to simple main effect analy
ses at p < .05. 

case of low comparability, the pattern of proportions was opposite, 
indicating the absence of a contrast-effect, F < 1. 

Furthermore, participants more often evaluated the neutral targets 
preceded by positive primes negatively when the comparability be
tween faces was high, than when comparability between faces was 
low, F(l,66) = 4.41,p < .05. In the case of negative primes com
bined with a high or low comparability, the pattern of proportions was 
the opposite, however, this was not significant, F < 1. 

We conclude from the results of Experiment 1 that the unrelated 
morphs may have disrupted the activated comparison frame and 
therefore decreased the comparability between persons. We assume 
that as a consequence, people were less inclined to compare the per
sons to each other as input for their first impressions, resulting in the 
absence of contrast-effects. 

A related morph may serve as a bridge between two persons that 
maintains or enhances the degree of comparability between persons, 
which may facilitate the comparison process. When a related morph 
was inserted between two persons, the degree of comparability be
tween these persons was sufficient to result in comparison processes, 
leading to the subsequent occurrence of contrast in the first impres
sion of a person. The salience of differences between the persons 
on the judgment dimension, caused by the difference in facial expres
sion, presumably determined the outcome of the comparison process. 
Note that this is in keeping with SAM (Mussweiler, 2002). That com-
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parison should lead to contrast is also consistent with ICM (Stapel & 
Koomen, 2000). However, it is not clear that either of these mod
els could account for the fact that inserting a subliminal unrelated 
morph (as opposed to a related morph) should undermine this com
parison process. This effect is nonetheless consistent with an auto
matic assessment of comparability between target and prime, unless 
disrupted by a dissimilar other, as proposed by FACE. 

The results of this experiment provide the first support for the 
FACE model. In addition the results indicate that our subtle manip
ulation of inserting a suboptimal person in between prime and target 
can indeed have an effect on the likelihood of comparison occurring. 
Nevertheless, given that the contrast-effect in the high comparability 
condition was mostly caused by positive primes, the effect requires 
replication. Therefore we conducted a second experiment, which was 
a conceptual replication of Experiment 1, except that in this case only 
negative primes were used. 

3.2 Experiment 2 

In addition to our attempt to replicate the findings of Experiment 1 with 
negative primes, we aimed to explore effects of task duration. There
fore we varied whether the first block, the second block, or the last 
block contained the experimental trials during the person evaluation 
task. 

Method 

Participants We recruited 113 female1 psychology students as 
participants for the experiment, for which they received partial course 
credit. Participants were randomly assigned to one of six conditions. 

Design We used a 2 (Comparability: high vs. low) x 3 (Block 
Order: target trials in first block of faces, in second block, in third 
block) between participants design. Three blocks of prime, target, 
and filler photographs consisting of an equal number of male and fe
male faces with a neutral or angry expression appeared in the same 
randomly generated order for each participant, provided that a prime 
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always preceded a target of the same sex. Prime faces always had 
an angry expression and target faces a neutral expression, whereas 
the filler faces could have an angry or neutral expression. One of the 
blocks served as the experimental block, in which suboptimal related 
or unrelated morphs were inserted between prime and target to ma
nipulate the degree of comparability, whereas the other two blocks 
simply appeared similar to the experimental block, and thus served 
as fillers. We manipulated block order to explore possible effects of 
task duration. 

Materials, apparatus and procedures Participants evaluated 
three blocks of 26 photographs, preceded by four practice faces. Each 
block contained eight faces with an angry expression and 18 faces 
with a neutral expression. In the experimental block, the eight faces 
with an angry expression served as primes, eight faces with a neutral 
expression served as targets, and ten faces with a neutral expression 
served as fillers. In the other blocks, all faces served as fillers. We 
employed the same materials, apparatus, and procedures as in Ex
periment 1, except that the pause between trials was two seconds. 
We shortened the pause because in Experiment 1 several partici
pants had complained about the duration. 

Results and discussion Responses below 100 ms were excluded 
from the analysis, because it is unlikely that these responses were 
directed to the stimulus. Per condition we computed the proportion of 
positive responses in the first impressions of the eight targets. 

To test our hypotheses we performed a Comparability x Block or
der Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) on the proportions of positive re
sponses to the eight targets. The expected main effect (more positive 
judgments after an angry face) of Comparability appeared, F(l, 107) = 
4.69,p < .05,?7 = -20. When comparability between persons was 
high, participants more often evaluated the neutral targets positively 
(M = 0.61, SD = 0.25) than when comparability was low (M = 
0.51, SD = 0.26). No effects of Block Order were found, Fs < 1. 

The results of Experiment 2 again support our hypotheses: When 
comparability between persons was low, the default contrast-effect 
disappeared in the first impressions of neutral targets. Moreover, us
ing negative primes, Experiment 2 replicated the comparability effects 
we found for positive primes in Experiment 1. We presume that the 
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disruption of the comparison frame activation decreased the compa
rability between persons, resulting in an absence of comparison pro
cesses. 

The question arises whether it was indeed the case that the de
gree of comparison frame activation diminished as a result of our 
morph manipulation. Therefore we attempted to investigate the frame 
stage, or the degree of comparison frame activation more directly in 
the third experiment. 

3.3 Experiment 3 

In the third experiment we attempted to measure the frame stage ex
plicitly. Moreover, to provide evidence for the generality of the effects 
on comparison outcomes, we measured perceived similarity between 
prime and target instead of evaluations of the targets to assess the 
extent to which the activation of a comparison frame influenced the 
outcome of the comparison process. We expected the degree of 
comparability to decrease as a result of the suboptimal insertion of 
an unrelated morph. Thus, when an unrelated morph is inserted, it 
becomes less likely that persons will be regarded as fitting the same 
comparison frame. 

In addition, we measured the salience of differences or similarities 
and the extent to which participants attended to the facial expressions. 
When expressions differ and the degree of comparability is sufficient 
for the occurrence of comparison, we assume differences between 
persons to become more salient than when expressions are similar. 

Finally, we measured the outcome of the comparison process: that 
is, the similarity of the persons. We expected that both comparability 
between persons and salience of differences or similarities would af
fect the outcome of the comparison process. With a high comparabil
ity and salient differences, contrastive similarity ratings should occur 
as a consequence of the comparison. However with a high compa
rability and salient similarities, assimilation effects should arise as a 
result of the comparison process. When comparability is low, we ex
pected no comparison processes and therefore no influence of salient 
similarities or differences. 
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Method 

Participants We recruited 67 psychology students (46 women 
and 21 men) as participants for the experiment, for which they re
ceived about €5 or partial course credit. 

Design We used a 2 (Comparability: high vs. low) x 2 (Salience 
of Differences: same vs. different expression) between participants 
design. Target and filler pairs consisting of two male or female faces 
with a neutral or angry expression appeared in the same randomly 
generated sequence for each participant. We manipulated compara
bility by inserting a suboptimal related (high comparability) or unre
lated morph (low comparability) between two persons of a target pair. 

Salience of differences and similarities between the persons of 
a pair was manipulated by varying the facial expression of the first 
person of each target pair. In the same condition both faces of a 
pair had a neutral expression, whereas in the different condition the 
first face of a pair had a negative expression3 and the second face 
a neutral expression. The filler pairs consisted of two faces with a 
neutral expression. 

Materials and apparatus Participants were exposed to 24 pairs 
of faces, half male and half female faces. Twelve pairs served as 
targets, whereas the other twelve served as fillers. The materials and 
apparatus were the same as in the previous experiments. 

Dependent measures After each pair of two persons that was 
presented, participants were asked to answer four questions about 
the pair. Unless stated differently, participants could indicate their 
answers on 7-point scales ranging from -3 (absolutely not) to 3 (ab
solutely yes). 

We measured the degree of comparison frame activation by the 
question: "To what extent do the two persons fit the same frame?" 
The second item concerned the salience of differences or similarities 

3Because of the number of faces that were available, we were unable to manipulate 
the nature of the facial expression in the different condition within participants. We ran
domly chose to use negative facial expressions to vary differences versus similarities 
between persons. 
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between the persons: "Did you pay more attention to similarities or 
differences between the two persons?" The scale ends were -3 (only 
similarities) and 3 (only differences). Next we asked: "To what extent 
have you noticed the facial expression of the persons involved?" The 
last question involved the outcome of the comparison process: "To 
what extent do you think the persons appear similar to each other?" 

Procedure When participants arrived at the laboratory, we ran
domly assigned them to one of four conditions. Participants were 
informed that the experiment was about comparing persons and that 
pairs of two persons would be presented on the computer screen fol
lowed by four questions about the pair. For the task, participants were 
instructed to focus their attention on the screen. We emphasized that 
participants should answer the questions based on their feelings. 

A trial started with an alert signal, followed by a meaningless pic
ture for three refresh cycles (approximately 31.6 ms), followed by the 
first face of a pair that stayed on the screen for 4 seconds, succeeded 
by a pause of 1 second. The presentation of the second face was 
identical to the presentation procedure of the first face, except that 
for target pairs the meaningless picture was replaced by a related or 
unrelated morph. After the presentation of each of the two faces of a 
pair, participants had 1 minute to answer the questions about the pair 
by writing their responses in a booklet. 

Results and discussion We conducted a separate Comparability 
x Salience of differences Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) on the mean 
scores of each question. Although the pattern of means on the frame 
question suggested that participants indicated that the two persons 
fitted better in the same frame when a related morph was inserted 
(M = 0.29, SD = 0.78) than when an unrelated morph was inserted 
(M = 0.11, SD = 0.78), the difference was not significant (F < 1). 
However, participants pointed out that it had been rather difficult to 
leave similarity of the persons out of consideration on the frame ques
tion. The correlation between the frame question and the similarity 
question appeared reasonably strong (r = .53,p < .01). The Anal
ysis of Variance of Comparability and Salience of differences on the 
frame question with the similarity question as a covariate (regression: 
F(l, 62) = 26.38, p < .01), did show a marginal effect of comparability, 
F(l,62) = 3.82, p = .06,7? = -24. As expected, participants indicated 
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that the two persons were less likely to fit the same frame in the low 
comparability condition (adjusted M = 0.04, SD = 0.78) than in the 
high comparability condition (adjusted M = 0.36, SD = 0.78)4. 

Regarding the attention question, we found the expected main ef
fect of Salience of differences, F(l,63) = 5.69, p < .05, r? = .29. When 
the expressions differed, participants paid more attention to the dif
ferences between persons (M = 0.26, SD = 0.79) than when the 
expressions were the same (M = -0.17, SD = 0.65). 

Moreover, a main effect of Salience of differences appeared on the 
expression question F(l,63) = 4.95,p < .05, r\ = .27. As predicted, 
participants paid more attention to the expressions of the persons 
when they differed (M = 1.12, SD = 1.17), compared to when they 
were similar (M = 0.47, SD = 1.06). 

Lastly, we found the expected Comparability by Salience of dif
ferences interaction on the similarity question, F(l,63) = 4.03,p -
.05,77 = .25. Means and standard deviations are displayed in Ta
ble 3.2. In the case of the high comparability between the persons 
in the pair, participants indicated the faces were less similar when 
their expressions differed than when their expressions were the same, 
F(l,65) = 8.30,p < .05. Also, when the expressions differed, partic
ipants indicated that the faces were less similar in the high compa
rability condition than in the low comparability condition, F(l,65) = 
6.23, p< .05. 

We conclude from these results that when a related morph is sub-
optimally inserted between two persons, the comparability between 
the persons is maintained and the degree of comparison frame acti
vation is sufficient to allow for comparison to occur. Importantly, sub-
optimally inserting an unrelated morph may diminish the degree of 
comparison frame activation and therefore the likelihood that compar
ison will occur. 

Additionally, we found that a difference in facial expression can in
fluence the degree of attention to differences or similarities between 
persons. With a difference in expression, differences between per-

4According to Aiken and West (1991) a dependent variable can only be used as a 
covariate when there are no effects of the independent variables on this variable. Ob
viously in the present experiment we found the expected interaction of Comparability x 
Salience of differences on the similarity-question. Nevertheless, we think it is justifiable 
to use the similarity-question as a covariate on the frame-question Analysis of Variance 
(ANOVA) because the activation of a comparison frame is the first phase of the com
parison process and therefore will be partially unavailable for direct measurement when 
the comparison process has come to its end. 
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Table 3.2: Degree of similarity of prime and target as a function of 
comparability and salience of differences (Experiment 3). 

Salience of differences 
Comparability Same expression Different expression 

High (related morph) 
M -0.11a -0.736 

SD 0.70 0.58 
Low (unrelated morph) 

M -0.20a -0.19„ 
SD 0.66 0.65 

Note: A higher score implicates a higher degree of similarity between prime and target. 
Means with different subscripts differ according to simple main effect analyses at p < 
.05. 

sons became more salient than when the expression was the same. 
Accordingly, we observed that participants indicated that they paid 
more attention to the expressions when the expressions differed. Con
cerning the outcome of the comparison, or the extent to which the 
persons are perceived as similar, the results supported our idea that 
comparison processes arise as a consequence of the activation of a 
comparison frame. The salience of differences or similarities on the 
affective judgment dimension respectively determines whether con
trast or assimilation ensues. When differences are salient, persons 
are perceived as less similar, implying contrast, than when similarities 
are salient. 

However, up to this point support for the Frame phase of our FACE 
model has been somewhat indirect. It proved difficult to disentangle 
the frame stage and the compare stage by explicit questions, because 
both stages involve similarity between persons. Moreover, the frame 
stage presumably already passed at the moment of measurement be
cause it is the first stage of the comparison process. More important, 
because we characterize the frame stage of our FACE model as an 
automatic process, which may often occur unconsciously, measuring 
this process by means of explicit questions seems less than ideal. 
Therefore we conducted a fourth experiment to directly demonstrate 
the degree of comparison frame activation in a task that heavily relies 
on automatic responses. 
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3.4 Experiment 4 

To measure the degree to which a comparison frame is activated dur
ing the frame phase more directly, we employed a categorization task 
in which we expected the degree of comparability between persons 
to affect the required response. The task for the participants was to 
categorize photographs of male or female faces into their respective 
gender category. Previous research demonstrated that when people 
make the same categorization twice, they can decide faster at the sec
ond categorization (Zarate & Sanders, 1999). However, we assume 
that this facilitation effect is due to automatic framing processes be
tween the objects that have to be categorized. Therefore we expected 
that the extent to which the objects are comparable would affect the 
size of the facilitation effect. In other words, that a certain degree of 
comparison frame activation is necessary to produce the facilitation in 
the categorization response. 

We also expected that suboptimally presenting a related morph 
between prime and target would maintain the degree of comparison 
frame activation that produces the facilitation in the required categori
zation response. In contrast, we expected that suboptimally present
ing an unrelated morph between prime and target would decrease 
the degree of comparison frame activation, resulting in prolonged re
sponse latencies. However, the extent to which an unrelated morph 
slows down the categorization response should be determined by the 
category the unrelated morph belongs to. An unrelated morph from 
the opposite category may slow down the response even more than 
an unrelated morph from the same category as prime and target, be
cause the activation of the opposite category evokes the opposite re
sponse and thus may introduce response competition. Besides slow
ing down the response, we anticipated that the activation of the oppo
site category by the suboptimal presentation of an unrelated morph of 
the opposite category would also lead to more categorization errors 
compared to all other conditions. 

To summarize, we expect different levels of comparability between 
prime and target determined by the degree of comparison frame acti
vation to produce different degrees of response facilitation. 
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Method 

Participants We recruited 62 students (52 women and 10 men) 
as participants for the experiment. All participants received partial 
course credit. 

Design Prime, target, and filler photographs consisting of male 
and female faces with a neutral expression appeared in the same 
randomly generated sequence for all participants, provided that each 
prime person was from the same sex as the following target person. 
Category activation of four levels was manipulated by inserting a sub-
optimal stimulus between two person categorization trials (a prime 
and a target trial): (a) nothing inserted (baseline), (b) related morph, 
(c) unrelated morph from same category, and (d) unrelated morph 
from opposite category. Although the level of category activation was 
varied within participants, there were four versions of the task (to 
which participants were randomly assigned), so that over all partic
ipants each target was coupled with each level of category activation. 
Half of the presented persons were male, whereas the other half was 
female. 

We assessed the degree of facilitation on the second categoriza
tion trial by measuring the number of categorization errors and the 
response latencies for the correct categorizations. 

Materials and apparatus Participants categorized 110 photo
graphs consisting of three practice faces, 32 target faces (eight per 
condition), 32 prime faces preceding each target, and 43 filler faces. 
The materials and apparatus were similar to the materials and ap
paratus employed in the previous experiments, except that the prime, 
target, and filler photographs, all faces with a neutral expression, were 
taken from both Martinez and Benavente (1998) and the Karolinska 
directed emotional faces (Lundqvist et al., 1998). 

Procedures Participants were instructed to categorize persons 
who were presented on the computer screen properly into males and 
females. For photographs of females, participants were instructed to 
press the female button located on the right side of the keyboard, 
and instructed to press the male button located on the left side of the 



74 Comparing persons 

keyboard for photographs of males. Speed and accuracy were both 
emphasized. 

The faces stayed on the screen until the participants response or 
until ten seconds had passed, followed by a pause of two seconds 
before the appearance of the next face. A suboptimal morph was 
presented for approximately 31.6 ms before each target face so that it 
was presented in between a prime and a target face. Before the prime 
and filler faces a suboptimal image of a gray pattern was presented 
instead of a morph to make all trials appear the same. 

Results and discussion 

Categorization errors To test our hypotheses regarding the 
number of errors that participants would make in each condition, we 
performed a repeated measures Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) on 
the mean number of errors per condition, which showed an effect, 
F(3,59) = 3.26, p < .05,?? = .23. As expected, pair wise comparisons 
using t-tests demonstrated that the percentage of categorization er
rors was higher (4.64%) when an unrelated morph from the oppo
site category was inserted between prime and target than in all other 
conditions (baseline: 2.02%, related morph: 2.22%, unrelated morph 
from same category: 1.21%, all ps < .05). No reliable differences 
were found between the other conditions. 

The observation that participants erred more when the inserted 
morph was from the opposite category than the prime and target pair 
indicates that the category of the morph was indeed activated and 
therefore slowed the categorization of the target. 

Response latencies The mean response latencies per condi
tion are displayed in Table 3.3. We performed an inverse transfor
mation on the response latencies5. To test our hypotheses we con
ducted a repeated measures Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) of Cate
gory activation level on the transformed response latencies. We found 

5We additionally employed a different transformation procedure by eliminating re
sponse latencies 2.5SD above and below the general mean response latency following 
Ratcliff (1993). The Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) of Category activation level on the 
mean response latencies demonstrated the same overall significant effect of category 
activation level, F(3,180) = 16.44, p < .001. Additionally, the simple effects were 
similar to the effects we found on the transformed data. 
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Table 3.3: Mean response latencies in milliseconds as a function of 
level of category activation (Experiment 4). 

Level of category activation Response latency 
Baseline 

M 
SD 

Related morph 
M 

SD 
Unrelated morph (same category) 

M 
SD 

related morph (opposite category) 
M 

SD 

503.88a 

86.27 

505.32a 

85.29 

520.11 b 

88.29 

547.90c 

83.42 

Note: Means with different subscripts differ according to a planned contrast repeated 
measures ANOVA at p < .05. 

the expected overall effect of category activation level, F(3,183) = 
11.25,p < .01,T/ = .24. As expected, simple effect analyses indicated 
no difference between the baseline and the related morph condition, 
F < 1. Furthermore, simple effect analyses showed the expected 
increase in response latency between the related morph condition 
and the unrelated morph of the same category condition, F(l,61) = 
4.04, p == .05, and between the unrelated morph of the same category 
condition and the unrelated morph of the opposite category condition, 
F(l,61) = 17.83,p< .01. 

The response latency results demonstrate that in general partic
ipants categorized the stimulus persons more slowly when an unre
lated morph was suboptimally inserted than when a related morph 
or nothing was inserted. This finding supports our assumption that 
the insertion of a related morph maintains the degree of comparison 
frame activation, whereas the insertion of an unrelated morph dimin
ishes the degree of comparison frame activation. 

Furthermore, the present results indicate that the category of the 
unrelated morph also affected the degree of comparison frame acti
vation. When the unrelated morph belonged to the same category 
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as the prime and target, the categorization response was generally 
faster than when the unrelated morph belonged to the opposite cat
egory, indicating a stronger decrease in facilitation for the opposite 
category condition. These findings indicate that the extent to which 
a comparison frame is activated may depend on categorization pro
cesses. The results also indicate that the activation of a comparison 
frame is an automatic process, because the results demonstrated that 
the degree of activation influenced the categorization response laten
cies, even though the participants were unaware of both the presence 
and the function of the morphs. 

The present experiments have shown that the insertion of an un
related morph between two persons can diminish the likelihood for 
the occurrence of comparison processes. In addition, it was demon
strated that comparison processes lead to contrastive evaluations 
when differences were salient. We argue that the related morph main
tains a sense of similarity between the persons, which makes them 
comparable to each other. When this kind of similarity is present, a 
comparison frame is activated to a certain extent. We argue that the 
degree of comparison frame activation positively affected the likeli
hood that observers will compare the two persons. 

Although in most cases comparison processes may lead to con
trastive judgments because observers are focused on the differences 
between comparison objects, comparison processes may also lead to 
assimilative judgments when these objects appear similar. Therefore 
we propose, that when observers are aware of a certain degree of 
similarity between two persons, assimilative evaluations may occur. 
To test this assumption, we conducted Experiment 5. In this experi
ment all aspects of the FACE model are demonstrated simultaneously. 

3.5 Experiment 5 

The aim of Experiment 5 was to activate the two functions of similarity 
in one experiment. Depending on the stage in which similarity is acti
vated, opposite effects should occur because of the different function 
that similarity serves in the two stages. To achieve this, we manip
ulated participants' awareness of the similarity between two persons 
by presenting a related morph unconsciously (as in previous exper
iments) or consciously in between prime and target. As explained 
before, we assume that the default response of the participants will 
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be to compare prime and target. However, we expected that when 
participants are aware of the related morph, their awareness of the 
similarity between prime and target would lead to assimilative evalu
ations, or at least an absence of contrastive evaluations. As a result 
of the salient similarity, participants may be distracted from the dif
ference in facial expression. Furthermore, as shown in the first three 
experiments, when participants are unaware of the morph, the similar
ity induced by the morph merely maintains the degree of comparison 
frame activation and as a result of the difference in expression, will 
cause contrastive evaluations. 

Method 

Participants We recruited 121 students (77 women, 43 men, 
and 1 person who did not indicate his/her sex) as participants for the 
experiment, for which they received partial course credit or €7. 

Design We employed a 2 (Prime Valence: positive vs. negative) 
x 3 (Awareness of Similarity: conscious, unconscious, vs. baseline) 
between participants design. We constructed the sequence of pho
tographs in the same way as in Experiment 1 and 2, except that in 
the conscious of similarity and baseline conditions, the morphs were 
presented for a longer duration (two seconds). 

Materials and apparatus Participants evaluated 54 photo
graphs, consisting of twenty targets with a neutral expression, twenty 
primes with a happy or angry expression depending on the condi
tion, and 14 fillers with a neutral expression, all selected from The 
Karolinska directed emotional faces (Lundqvist et al., 1998). The ma
terials and apparatus were similar to the ones employed in the pre
vious experiments, except that question marks were printed on the 
photographs that participants had to evaluate. 

In the baseline condition, a scrambled face was presented instead 
of a morph, to make sure that participants would be exposed to a 
stimulus of similar complexity that could not serve as a comparison 
person. The scrambled face was created by dividing the face in a 
large number of blocks that were randomly transposed within the pic
ture. 
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Procedure The procedure was the same as in Experiments 1 
and 2, except that participants were instructed to evaluate only the 
faces with a question mark. 

Results and discussion Responses below 100 ms were excluded 
from the analysis, because it is unlikely that these responses were 
directed to the stimulus. Per condition we computed the proportion of 
positive responses in the first impressions of the twenty targets. 

We consider the conditions in which the participants were uncon
scious of the similarity between prime and target to be incompara
ble to the baseline conditions since actually two factors are varied 
(awareness of the stimulus and content of the stimulus). Therefore 
we performed two separate Analyses of Variance (ANOVA) of Prime 
valence by Awareness of similarity on the proportions of positive re
sponses to the twenty targets. With the first analysis we investigated 
whether the proportions differed in conditions in which participants 
were unconscious of the similarity between prime and target, com
pared to conditions in which they were conscious of the similarity. 
With the second analysis we investigated whether the proportions dif
fered from the baseline conditions when participants were conscious 
of the similarity between prime and target. Proportions and standard 
deviations are displayed in Table 3.4. 

The first analysis demonstrated the expected interaction of Prime 
valence and Awareness of similarity, F ( l , 76) = 6.20, p < .05, rj = .27. 
As in the previous experiments, participants who were unconscious 
of the similarity between prime and target, more often evaluated the 
neutral targets negatively when the targets were preceded by a posi
tive prime than when the targets were preceded by a negative prime, 
F ( l , 78) = 6.42, p < .05, indicating contrast. As expected, for partici
pants who were conscious of the similarity between prime and target, 
the pattern of proportions was the opposite, indicating an absence 
of contrast, F < 1. Furthermore, participants more often evaluated 
the neutral targets preceded by positive primes positively when they 
were conscious of the similarity between prime and target than when 
they were unconscious of the similarity between prime and target, 
suggesting assimilation, F(l,78) = 10.36,p < .01. In the case that 
negative primes preceded the neutral targets, the pattern of propor
tions was the opposite, although not significant, F < 1. Addition
ally, the analysis showed a main effect of Awareness of similarity, 
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Table 3.4: Proportions of positive responses to neutral target faces as 
a function of similarity awareness and prime valence (Experiment 5). 

Prime Valence 
Condition Positive (Happy) Negative (Angry) 

Conscious of similarity 
M 

SD 
Unconscious of similarity 

M 
SD 

Baseline 
M 

SD 

0.62a 

0.24 

0.38fc 

0.21 

0.386 

0.28 

0.55a 

0.20 

0.57a 

0.26 

0.56a 

0.29 

Note: Proportions with different subscripts differ according to simple main effect analy
ses at p < .05. 

F ( l , 76) = 4.18, p < 0.05, which was qualified by the interaction. 
The second analysis demonstrated the expected interaction of 

Prime valence and Awareness of similarity, F(1,77) = 4.46, p < .05, 
T] = .23. In the baseline conditions, participants more often evalu
ated the neutral targets negatively when positive primes preceded the 
targets than when negative primes preceded the targets, F(l, 79) = 
4.62, p < .05, indicating contrast, whereas the pattern of proportions 
was the opposite when participants were conscious of the similarity 
(see first analysis). Additionally, participants more often evaluated the 
neutral targets preceded by positive primes positively when they were 
conscious of the similarity between prime and target compared to the 
baseline condition, F(l,79) = 8.66,p < .01. In the case that negative 
primes preceded the neutral targets there was no awareness of simi
larity effect, F < 1. The second analysis also showed a main effect of 
Awareness of similarity, F(l,77) = 4.02, p = .05, which was qualified 
by the interaction. 

The results of Experiment 5 provide strong support for our FACE 
model. As expected and demonstrated in previous experiments, con-
trastive evaluations resulted when people were unconscious of the 
similarity between the persons. In this case, the similarity maintained 
by the related morph provided a sufficient degree of comparison frame 



80 Comparing persons 

activation to result in comparison processes. Contrast occurred be
cause there was a salient difference in facial expression. However, 
the pattern of means reversed when people were conscious of the 
similarity between the persons. We explain this reversed pattern by 
the salient similarity, which was induced by the related morph that 
was consciously presented. The activated salience of similarities be
tween the persons probably made the difference in expression less 
important, resulting in more assimilative outcomes of the comparison 
process. 

An alternative explanation for the present findings might be that 
the contrast effect weakened when participants were conscious of the 
similarity because of the longer duration between prime and target. 
Due to this time lag, the facial expression of the prime could have no 
longer been activated in memory. However, the results of the base
line conditions, in which a scrambled face was inserted instead of the 
related morph, would seem to rule out this alternative explanation. In 
the baseline condition, there was a clear contrast effect in the evalua
tions of the neutral targets demonstrating that prime and target were 
compared to each other, and thus the facial expression of the prime 
was still available in memory. 

General discussion Results of five experiments collectively sup
port our two-stage Frame-And-Compare Evaluation model of person 
judgment (FACE). The FACE model consists of two stages that repre
sent two functions of similarity between potential comparison objects. 
In the frame stage, which is characterized as an automatic process, 
the degree of comparison frame activation determines the likelihood 
for comparison processes to occur. In other words, a sufficient degree 
of similarity between objects, in terms of the extent to which these ob
jects can be compared to each other, is necessary for the occurrence 
of comparisons. The compare stage consists of a feature matching 
process in which the outcome of the comparison process depends on 
the salience of differences or similarities. We regard this process as 
less automatic. Because comparison frame activation is an essential 
precursor for the occurrence of comparison processes, we logically 
assume that the frame stage is initiated before the salience of differ
ences or similarities plays a role in the outcome of an actual compar
ison. 

Experiments 1 and 2 were conducted to investigate the general 
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effect of the degree of comparison frame activation on affective first 
impressions of persons, without making the two stages explicit. These 
experiments demonstrated that the likelihood of comparing two per
sons indeed depends on the degree of comparison frame activation 
between those persons. In line with ICM, when the degree of com
parability is sufficient (and not disrupted), comparison processes be
come more likely and result in contrastive evaluations caused by sa
lient differences (e.g., Stapel & Koomen, 2000). The fact that, once 
comparing the target and prime, participants focus on salient differ
ences in facial expression to form their evaluations is also consistent 
with SAM (Mussweiler, 2002). 

In a first attempt to investigate our proposed comparison stages 
separately, we conducted Experiment 3, which showed that it is diffi
cult to measure the degree of comparison frame activation explicitly. 
Participants were unable to distinguish between the two presumed 
functions of similarity on explicit measures. Nevertheless, the results 
indicated that the two components are necessary to predict the oc
currence and the outcome of comparison processes. 

Experiment 4 demonstrated the function of the frame stage more 
directly and underscores the relativity of the activation of a compar
ison frame. The activation of a comparison frame should not be re
garded as an on or off state. On the contrary, potential comparison 
objects can be comparable to different extents. For example, differ
ent levels of comparison frame activation lead to a varying likelihood 
for the occurrence of comparison processes (or a variable degree of 
comparison). When the level of comparison frame activation is high 
comparing becomes more likely, whereas when the level of compar
ison frame activation is low comparing becomes less likely. Further
more, the observation that effects of the degree of comparison frame 
activation were demonstrated in a categorization task with time pres
sure, a task that heavily relies on automatic responses, supports the 
idea that the activation of a comparison frame occurs automatically 
and without awareness. 

The finding that the activation of a comparison frame occurs auto
matically and without awareness is used in Experiment 5 to highlight 
the two functions of similarity in one experiment. Unconsciously ac
tivating similarity affects the activation of a comparison frame, while 
consciously activating similarity results in a focus of attention on sim
ilarities between persons. The results of Experiment 5 provide sup
port for the idea that similarity between objects can serve two sepa-
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rate functions in comparison, causing opposite evaluation outcomes. 
Similarity in terms of comparability affects the degree of comparison 
frame activation. On the other hand, similarity in terms of salient fea
tures influences the outcome of the comparison. That is, when com
parison processes come into play, the most probable response is a 
contrastive evaluation, as predicted by ICM. However, when attention 
is focused on similarities between comparison objects, the compar
ison process will lead to an assimilative evaluation, as predicted by 
SAM (e.g., Mussweiler, 2001b). 

Possible limitations An alternative explanation for the findings 
in Experiment 5 could be that participants in the conscious of similar
ity condition used the morphs as comparison standards on which to 
base their evaluations of the targets, instead of the prime faces. In 
this case however, related versus unrelated morphs should not yield 
differential evaluations, because all morphs had neutral facial expres
sions. Moreover, for context information to serve as a comparison 
standard, the information needs to be distinct from the target infor
mation (Stapel & Spears, 1996). One important way to achieve this 
is to evaluate the contextual, information separately from the target 
(Stapel & Spears, 1996). However, in the present experiments par
ticipants were not instructed to evaluate the morphs in contrast to the 
primes that were evaluated. According to this criterion the distinctive
ness of the morphs was not obvious, whereas the distinctiveness of 
the primes was significantly present. This suggests that participants 
used the prime faces with happy or angry expressions as comparison 
standards for the evaluation of the neutral targets rather than the in
serted morphs. In addition we think that it was quite noticeable to the 
participants that the morph was highly similar to both prime and tar
get, and that this probably served as a reminder of the prime, making 
the prime salient as the comparison standard. 

We did not succeed in demonstrating any assimilative outcomes in 
the present research, neither as a consequence of interpretation, nor 
as a consequence of comparison. The absence of finding assimila
tion in the latter case can be explained by the fact that, by inserting a 
morph, we did not succeed in activating a sufficient degree of salient 
similarities between the persons. Nevertheless, we think that it is no
table that this subtle manipulation of inserting a morph could remove 
the contrast-effect that usually appears when evaluating a person in 
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the context of other persons. In the present framework it is perhaps 
not so surprising that we did not find assimilative interpretation effects 
because we think that persons (especially those that are so proximal 
in time and space) are always comparable to a certain extent, thus 
causing comparison. 

Implications The presented model and experiments extend pre
vious work on person comparison because it enables us to integrate 
the apparently competing views within the social judgment literature 
by assuming that the degree of similarity between persons can serve 
two important functions: namely frame-determination and input for 
the comparison process (see also Berndsen, Spears, McGarty, & Van 
Der Pligt, 1998). Consequently, in the FACE model similarity receives 
a more complex role than in previous social judgment models. Thus 
in accordance with Schwarz and Bless (1992)'s inclusion-exclusion 
model, for example, we argue that the way contextual information and 
the target stimulus are categorized is an important factor in determin
ing assimilative or contrastive outcomes. However, we add a second 
factor, namely the salience of differences or similarities that are nec
essary to explain contrastive outcomes when two objects are placed 
in the same category. Thus, depending on whether similarity is ac
tivated in the frame stage or the compare stage, opposite effects in 
evaluation outcomes may occur, as we demonstrated with Experiment 
5. 

Importantly, in the FACE model the frame stage is characterized 
as an automatic process, while the compare stage is regarded as 
relatively less automatic. Although the presented experiments do not 
provide conclusive support for this claim, they have demonstrated that 
the frame stage can occur automatically. Moreover, they have shown 
that people find it difficult to separate verbally the degree to which two 
objects are comparable (the frame stage), and their similarity, or the 
extent to which these objects hold similar or dissimilar features (the 
compare stage). This finding suggests that people do not have to be 
consciously aware of the degree of comparison frame activation for 
comparison to occur. Nevertheless, people are quite capable of re
porting whether their focus was on differences or similarities between 
persons during the comparison process, which predicts the outcome 
of the comparison process. 

The FACE model can also explain both assimilation and contrast 
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effects in (automatic) affective first impressions and in the social judg
ment domain, in which persons are judged on personality traits or 
on performance level in relation to a social context (Brewer & Weber, 
1994; Mussweiler, 2001b, 2002; Pickett, 2001; Stapel & Winkielman, 
1998; Stapel & Koomen, 2001). In the presented experiments, partici
pants could base their first impression of the target person on the neu
tral expression of the target and their affective reaction to the potential 
comparison standard. No cognitive information regarding the persons 
was provided. We argue that making a distinction between affec
tive and cognitive processes is important because LeDoux (1989) has 
demonstrated that cognitive and affective processes are mediated by 
separate but interacting neural systems. On the other hand, previ
ous research has demonstrated that a distinction between verbal and 
pictorial stimuli may also be useful, since verbal and pictorial stimuli 
can activate different kinds of internal representations and have differ
ent effects on information processing (Carr et al., 1982; De Houwer & 
Hermans, 1994; Raccuglia & Phaf, 1997). Person judgment is usually 
studied in the context of verbal information, yet in the present exper
iments the contextual information consisted of photographs. Thus, 
by presenting participants with affective contextual information in the 
form of pictures, we extended previous work on first impressions of 
persons in two ways: First, perceivers were provided with affective 
as opposed to cognitive information, and second this information was 
pictorial instead of verbal. 

In conclusion, the FACE model is potentially capable of explaining 
a wide range of social psychological phenomena from the affective 
priming literature as well as the social judgment literature. Although 
there is some suggestive evidence for the automatic and controlled 
nature of the frame stage and the compare stage respectively, further 
research needs to be conducted to investigate this more thoroughly. 
In the future, investigating whether the FACE model can also account 
for comparison outcomes outside the social realm, might also be im
portant for further integration of social psychological and other psy
chological approaches. 



Chapter 4 

General conclusion 

In the present thesis, on automatic first impressions of persons, we 
took two key assumptions as our point of departure: First, we pro
posed that the evaluation of a person is most likely to be affected by 
other people in the immediate environment. Second, we assumed 
that in some cases the self as a source of information may also af
fect the way a new person is evaluated. Therefore we distinguished 
between person evaluations in which the self is involved and person 
evaluations in which the self is not involved. The aim of the present 
thesis was to examine when contextual persons serve as a compari
son standard for automatic (or immediate) evaluations and how com
parison processes may influence the direction of an evaluation. The 
research presented in Chapters 2 and 3 demonstrates that (compar
isons to) other people in the immediate environment may indeed affect 
immediate first impressions of a person. 

The social cognition approach (e.g. Herr, 1986; Higgins et al., 
1977; Mussweiler, 2001a, 2002; Schwarz & Bless, 1992; Sherif & 
Hovland, 1961; Stapel & Koomen, 2000, 2001; Tajfel & Wilkes, 1963), 
the affective priming research (e.g. Fazio et al., 1986; Murphy & Za-
jonc, 1993; Schwarz & Clore, 1996), and self-categorization theory 
(Brewer & Weber, 1994; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1987), formed 
the roots of this thesis because these views support the notion that 
the situational context has a central role in determining social judg
ments. Although these perspectives help to explain first impressions 
of people in various ways, two features of the situational context seem 
to be essential factors in determining affective first impressions of a 
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neutral target person. First, the affective value of the context is im
portant because it may affect the evaluation of a neutral target person 
through processes such as comparison or affective priming. Second, 
similarity between the context and the perceiver or target is required 
to establish a connection or relation between the two, which is nec
essary for the context to have an influence on the evaluation of the 
target. Therefore the present thesis concerned the influence of both 
factors - affective value and similarity - on person evaluations in which 
the self was involved (Chapter 2) and on person evaluations in which 
the self was not involved (Chapter 3). 

4.1 Person evaluations in which the self is 
involved 

In Chapter 2 we investigated person evaluations in the presence of 
other people who were presented unconsciously. We hypothesized 
that in this case perceivers would rely on the self as a source of in
formation because the perceivers were unaware of the presence of 
these contextual people. We suggested that as a result of the involve
ment of the self and the activation of an intergroup context, an uncon
sciously presented contextual person would automatically be related 
to the perceiver's self qua salient social identity. Furthermore, we ar
gued that similarity between this contextual person and the self (in 
terms of category membership) would determine the direction of the 
affective reaction. Consequently, contextual affective information that 
is related to the self (e.g., an ingroup member with a happy or angry 
expression) may automatically evoke an assimilative affective reac
tion in the perceiver, whereas contextual affective information that is 
opposed to the self (e.g. an outgroup member with a happy or angry 
expression) may automatically evoke a contrastive affective reaction 
in the perceiver. 

Hence, we conducted two experiments to examine the hypothesis 
that affective cues associated with an automatic social categorization 
may determine whether people experience congruent or incongruent 
affective reactions. Contrary to the more general finding of automatic 
priming effects but consistent with our expectations, we found that 
perceivers may automatically experience an incongruent or opposite 
affective reaction (contrast) when unconscious affective information 
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originates from a category that is unrelated to the self. The pattern 
of results in both experiments suggested that a congruent affective 
reaction (assimilation) occurs when unconscious affective information 
originates from a category that is related to the self, although this 
effect was not reliable. 

We concluded that the experiments presented in Chapter 2 com
prise some of the first to demonstrate automatic contrast as a conse
quence of unconscious affective priming1. The results revealed the 
occurrence of automatic, affective, contrastive reactions that colored 
the evaluation of a neutral target, whereas previously it was assumed 
that unconscious affective cues produce assimilation (Murphy & Za-
jonc, 1993). In addition, our results demonstrate that certain proper
ties of the origin of the affective stimulus, in this case the social cate
gory of the stimulus, may determine the perceiver's affective reaction. 
To our knowledge, the possible influence of unconscious self-related 
processes on affective priming has not previously been demonstrated. 
Furthermore, the results show that the unconsciously presented af
fective cues activated the relation between the perceiver and these 
cues in terms of ingroup or outgroup categories. This provides indi
rect evidence for the assumption that (self) categorization processes 
can occur automatically and unconsciously. Hence, our idea to study 
immediate person evaluations in the context of other people proved to 
be a productive approach in obtaining greater insight in the possible 
effects of affective contextual information. 

Further research needs to uncover the precise mechanisms that 
cause contrast to occur after unconscious affective priming. Despite 
a lack of conclusive evidence we have suggested that automatic com
parison processes between the contextual person and the self may 
determine whether this person belongs to the ingroup or the outgroup 
category. In the case that a happy or angry facial expression of an 
outgroup member is unconsciously presented, we proposed that per-
ceivers automatically experience an opposite reaction to this affective 
information because this information is associated to the outgroup 
from which they automatically differentiate themselves. Conversely, 
in the case where a happy or angry facial expression of an ingroup 
member is unconsciously presented, we would expect the affective 
information tied to this ingroup member to be coupled with the self 

1 Glaser and Banaji (1999) demonstrated automatic contrast as a result of correction, 
whereas in the research of Stapel et al. (2002) comparison processes (but not involving 
the self) caused the occurrence of automatic contrast. 
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and to affect the perceiver's feelings and evaluations. Therefore, it 
could be interesting to replicate the present research with (chronically 
accessible) categories other than sex-categories, not least because 
sex-categories are special due to the intimate relations (in multiple 
respects) that exist between members of both sexes. Consequently, 
certain aspects of the ingroup-outgroup relation may have been rel
evant to the differentiation process that we have demonstrated. An
other way to extend our evidence concerning the automatic nature 
of the affective reactions could be to measure these reactions more 
directly, for instance using a facial electromyogram (Rotteveel et al., 
2001), or to measure approach and avoidance tendencies (Chen & 
Bargh, 1999; Rotteveel, Van Ditzhuijzen, & Phaf, in press). 

4.2 Person evaluations where the self is not 
involved 

In Chapter 3 we investigated person evaluations in the context of other 
people that were consciously presented. We hypothesized that in this 
case perceivers would not rely on the self as a source of informa
tion because sufficient information is present that can be related to 
the target2. More specifically we investigated the role of comparison 
processes in forming a first impression of a new person in addition to 
other determinants of the outcome of this impression. We argue that 
similarity between people can influence this process in two, some
times opposite, ways. Similarity between a contextual person and 
a target person may increase the likelihood that perceivers use this 
contextual person as a comparison standard. Moreover, similarity 
may direct the outcome of the comparison process, in that a focus 
on similarities may lead to a similar evaluation, whereas a focus on 
differences may lead to a dissimilar evaluation. 

By integrating elements of existing theories on person comparison 
(e.g. ICM, Stapel & Koomen, 2000, 2001 SAM, Mussweiler, 2001a, 
2002) and affective priming (e.g. Murphy & Zajonc, 1993) we devel
oped a two-stage model, Frame-And-Compare Evaluation (FACE), in 
which we address factors that determine whether or not people are 
compared and the outcome of the comparison process. In the frame 

2 lt was not possible to systematically investigate whether the self was involved in 
the research presented in Chapter 3, because most participants were female. 
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stage the degree to which people are similar determines the likelihood 
of the occurrence of comparison processes. In the compare stage the 
salience of differences or similarities on the judgment dimension de
termines the outcome of the comparison process. The FACE model 
was collectively supported by five experiments in which we manip
ulated similarity in terms of comparability and similarity in terms of 
feature matching: our two proposed functions of similarity. 

Specifically Experiments 1 and 2 demonstrated that the likelihood 
of comparing two persons depends on the degree of comparison 
frame activation between those persons. In line with ICM (e.g. Stapel 
& Koomen, 2000), when the degree of comparison frame activation 
is sufficient (and not disrupted), comparison processes become more 
likely and result in contrastive evaluations caused by salient differ
ences. The fact that in the comparison process people focus on 
salient differences in facial expression is also consistent with SAM 
(Mussweiler, 2002). Experiment 3 indicated using explicit measures 
of the two sides of similarity, that two components are necessary to 
predict the occurrence and the outcome of comparison processes. In 
Experiment 4 we demonstrated the function and the relative nature of 
the frame stage more directly by the facilitating effect of the activation 
of a comparison frame on a categorization task. Experiment 5 pro
vided support for the idea that similarity between objects can serve 
two separate functions in comparison, causing opposite evaluation 
outcomes. Unconsciously activated similarity affected the activation 
of a comparison frame, whereas consciously activated similarity re
sulted in a focus of attention on similarities between people. 

We concluded in Chapter 3 that the FACE model and the pre
sented experiments extend previous work on person comparison be
cause they enable us to integrate the interpretation/comparison model 
(Stapel & Koomen, 2000) and the selective accessibility model (Muss
weiler, 2002), two in certain respects competing views within the so
cial judgment literature. This integration becomes possible because 
similarity receives a more complex and contingent role than in pre
vious social judgment models. Moreover, FACE can explain both as
similation and contrast effects in (automatic) affective first impressions 
and in the social judgment domain, in which for instance people are 
judged on personality traits. 

Further research should be conducted to reveal more clearly the 
unique aspects of the two stages in the FACE model. In Chapter 3 
we characterized the frame stage as necessarily automatic and the 
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compare stage as usually relatively less automatic. However, sub
stantive evidence to support this claim is still wanting. In addition, we 
suggested that FACE holds for both affective and cognitive features, 
although in the present thesis we have focused on affective materials. 
Therefore it might be interesting to extend our work by manipulating in 
one experiment the two functions of similarity using cognitive stimuli 
(i.e. stimuli which are not affectively charged). 

4.3 Integrating Chapters 2 and 3 

If we consider the research presented in Chapters 2 and 3 in rela
tion to each other, some questions arise. In the remainder of this 
chapter we aim to discuss some of these issues. First of all, we con
sider what exactly determines the involvement of the self in the eval
uation of a person. Although we have distinguished between person 
evaluations formed with the involvement of the self, and person eval
uations formed without involvement of the self, it is less clear when 
exactly the self becomes involved in an evaluation. Second, we ad
dress the role of the target person in its evaluation process. We try 
to explain why the nature of the target is unimportant when people 
rely on the self during the evaluation process. Third, we discuss the 
absence of assimilation effects in both lines of research. Interest
ingly, although other research usually shows assimilation, we found 
it difficult to demonstrate reliable assimilation effects in evaluations of 
people. A final issue to be addressed is the role of automatic versus 
controlled processes in affective first impressions of people. Although 
in all experiments we measured evaluations subjectively, we argue 
that our results demonstrate automatic evaluation effects. At the end 
of this chapter, some suggestions for further research are provided 
and we share our final thoughts on the consequences of the work 
presented in this thesis for social psychology in general. 

The involvement of the self In the introduction of this thesis we 
made a distinction between person evaluations in which the self was 
involved and person evaluations in which the self was not involved. 
In the first case, the presence of contextual information may affect 
an evaluation via the self, whereas in the latter case the evaluation 
is affected by comparisons with other people in the environment. Al-
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though self-involvement was not manipulated in our experiments, we 
argue that several aspects of the situation increase the likelihood that 
people use the self as a source for their evaluations, such as using af
fect as information (Schwarz & Clore, 1996; Winkielman et al., 1997). 
Before discussing the aspects we consider important for the involve
ment of the self, we admit that research needs to be conducted in 
which these factors are manipulated. 

The apparent insufficient availability of information is one of the 
aspects of a situation that may increase the involvement of the self. 
In the experiments of Chapter 2, the task of the participants was to 
evaluate a series of (pre-tested) neutral people with neutral facial ex
pressions. Hence, in these experiments at first sight no (conscious) 
information was available for the evaluation of each target, which we 
expected would lead to the use of the self as a source of informa
tion. However, in most experiments reported in Chapter 3, the obvi
ous presence of other people with certain facial expressions provided 
participants with possible comparison standards with which to form 
an evaluation, which made the involvement of the self less necessary 
and thus less likely. 

Furthermore we suggest that the activation of an intergroup con
text that is relevant to the self may also enhance a reliance on the 
self as a source of information (see Chapter 2). Previous affective 
priming research has not suggested the operation of self-related pro
cesses implicating social categorization. However, we argue that the 
activation of an intergroup context may induce people to see them
selves in terms of their salient social identity. As a consequence of 
the involvement of the self, the unconscious affective primes may be 
related to the self instead of to the target persons. Hence in the case 
of outgroup-category primes, we have proposed that perceivers auto
matically experience an opposite reaction to the affective information 
because the information is associated to the outgroup from which, we 
argue, they automatically distinguish (and perhaps even differentiate) 
themselves. Conversely, in the case of ingroup category primes, the 
primes may activate the perceiver's self and therefore perceivers may 
unconsciously view the affective information as reflecting their own 
feelings. We argue that this pattern of results may be replicated when 
neutral targets other than people are used as long as two conditions 
are satisfied: First, a relevant intergroup context should be activated. 
Second, people should be able to unconsciously distinguish the rel
evant categories, because the affective primes in relation to the self 
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determine the resulting affective reaction. 

The role of the target person Most research in the affective prim
ing domain suggests that when a neutral target is preceded by an un
conscious affective prime, the characteristics of the target are unim
portant for how people evaluate this target (e.g. Murphy & Zajonc, 
1993). Conversely, the social judgment and self-categorization liter
atures indicate that the way people categorize a prime in relation to 
the target may have a great impact on the direction of the prime's in
fluence (Sherif & Hovland, 1961; Schwarz & Bless, 1992; Stapel et 
al., 2002; Tajfel & Wilkes, 1963; Turner, 1987). We may resolve these 
conflicting findings by assuming that the role of the target depends on 
the situation in which people evaluate it. In the case where people's 
attention is drawn to the relation between the (unconscious) affective 
prime and the self because people rely on the self as a source for the 
evaluation, we expect the target (and thus the category to which it be
longs) to become less important (Chapter 2). As a consequence, the 
similarity between the self and the affective prime determines the re
sulting affective reaction. However, when the relation between prime 
and target draws the available attention of the perceiver, because of 
their awareness of the prime, we expect the relevance of the target 
category to increase (Chapter 3). Accordingly, the evaluation of the 
target may depend on the similarity between target and prime. 

The results of the research described in Chapter 2 indeed indi
cate that whether the target belonged to the ingroup-category or the 
outgroup-category, with respect to the perceiver or to the prime, did 
not affect the target's evaluation. If the target had played a role in the 
evaluation, we would have expected that activating an intergroup con
text would lead to a bias for targets belonging to the ingroup. In other 
words, from a social identity perspective one could expect women to 
evaluate female targets more positively than male targets, and men to 
evaluate male targets more positively than female targets, irrespective 
of facial expression ("ingroup bias"). However, we did not obtain any 
evidence of this kind of target effect in the pattern of results. The na
ture of the target was essential for its evaluation when sufficient infor
mation was available to evaluate the target (Chapter 3). In this case, 
how the target was categorized with respect to the prime determined 
the evaluation's direction. When prime and target were similar (i.e. 
belonged to the same category), people compared prime and target 
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for their evaluation, whereas when this similarity between prime and 
target was disrupted, people ceased to use the prime as a compari
son standard. 

Hence, we conclude that the role of the target hinges on the way 
people form their evaluation depending on the involvement of the self: 
the nature of the target is inconsequential when people turn inwards 
and use the self as a source for their evaluation. Conversely, when 
sufficient information is available with which to compare the target, the 
characteristics of the target determine whether assimilation or con
trast occurs as a result of this comparison process. 

The absence of assimilation In the affective priming literature au
tomatic assimilation effects are common (Banse, 1999; Kemps et al., 
1996; Krosnick et al., 1992; Murphy & Zajonc, 1993; Niedenthal, 
1990; Rotteveel et al., 2001; Winkielman et al., 1997), whereas auto
matic contrast is relatively scarce (Glaser & Banaji, 1999; Stapel et al., 
2002). Nevertheless, in nearly all experiments we conducted during 
this project, we demonstrated contrast effects as a consequence of 
unconscious (Chapter 2) and conscious affective priming (Chapter 3), 
but failed to find reliable assimilation effects. Our explanation for the 
absence of reliable assimilation effects in our experiments is twofold: 
one cause may reside in the fact that both prime and target were peo
ple, whereas another cause may be inherent in the difference in facial 
expression between the prime and the target-person. 

The fact that we used people as stimuli for our experiments could 
well be the main cause of the absence of reliable assimilation. Peo
ple can be regarded as distinct entities, as belonging to the same 
category, and as sharing many characteristics. Following ICM these 
three attributes generally stimulate the occurrence of comparison pro
cesses (Stapel & Koomen, 2000, 2001). Moreover, in accordance with 
ICM comparison may often lead to contrast effects in judgments, be
cause the presence of a comparison frame more readily invites peo
ple to notice differences on the comparison dimension than similari
ties (Gentner & Gunn, 2001). 

In Chapter 3 we argued that a focus on similarities between people 
should lead to assimilative evaluations in the comparison process. Al
though we tried to accentuate similarities between people by present
ing participants with a morph of these people, it was difficult to distract 
people from the obvious difference in facial expression. The prime 
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person always had a happy or an angry facial expression depending 
on the condition, whereas the target person always had a neutral ex
pression. This difference in facial expression was undoubtedly quite 
important for the positive-negative dimension on which primes and 
targets were evaluated, and therefore may have attenuated assimila
tion effects. Hence we suggest that if people would evaluate prime 
and target on a judgment dimension other than affect (e.g. intelli
gence), assimilation effects would become more likely because facial 
expression would no longer be the central feature. 

More specifically, the lack of assimilation in Chapter 2 was ex
plained by assuming that the inclusion of both the unconscious af
fective prime and the perceiver as exemplars of the ingroup-category 
may have diminished the resulting affective reaction. Following our 
theory of unconscious affective priming that a prime, which is related 
to the self, instigates an assimilative affective reaction, we suggest 
that the ultimate affective prime would be a photograph of the self with 
a happy or angry facial expression. However, in this case photographs 
of the participants with varying facial expressions should be taken 
on an occasion separate from the actual experiment because people 
might become self-focused by posing for the pictures. Self-focus may 
increase attention inwards and decrease attention outwards, resulting 
in reduced attention for environmental cues such that priming in gen
eral may have less impact on the behavior of participants (Dijksterhuis 
& Van Knippenberg, 2000). In addition, taking photographs of the par
ticipants with certain facial expressions may lead to the participants' 
awareness of their actual emotional state, reducing their receptive-
ness for affective information in the environment. 

An alternative explanation for the absence of assimilation effects 
in our experiments is that people were aware of the suboptimally pre
sented affective primes. One could argue that the contrast effects 
demonstrated in our research reflect correction instead of (the as
sumed) automatic comparison processes. However, we refute this 
argument because the contrast effects we reported in this thesis were 
dependent on the category of the unconscious prime (Chapter 2) or 
the nature of the unconscious morph (Chapter 3). There is no rea
son to suspect that people will apply different correction strategies 
depending on these factors. According to our view this point makes 
the correction explanation less likely. The fact that the reported con
trast effects only appeared in some conditions also relates to our con
tention that the effects on evaluation were automatic in nature, the 



General conclusion 95 

issue addressed in the next paragraph. 

Automatic and controlled first impressions In the present thesis 
we emphasized the investigation of automatic first impressions as op
posed to controlled first impressions. Participants of our experiments 
were always instructed to evaluate the people that were presented on 
the screen on the basis of their intuitions or feelings about the person. 
In addition we emphasized in the instructions that participants should 
respond as fast as possible, generally within five seconds. Despite the 
subjective nature of people's evaluations, we argue that these evalua
tions were indeed automatic. In the research presented in Chapter 2 
participants were unaware of the presence of the unconscious affec
tive primes. Nevertheless, these affective primes exerted a clear influ
ence on the evaluations of the participants. Moreover, in the research 
presented in Chapter 3 the nature of the morph (related vs. unrelated) 
determined whether a contrast or no effect occurred, while partici
pants were unaware of the presence of these unconscious morphs. 
Therefore we think it is fair to conclude concerning the research pre
sented in both chapters that these evaluations reflected automatic re
sponses to the stimuli that were involved. 

Our emphasis on automatic or immediate affective first impres
sions of persons suggests that automatic person evaluations differ 
from controlled person evaluations in important ways. However, we 
suggest that automatic and controlled evaluations have common as 
well as distinctive characteristics. An important element common to 
both types of person evaluations is that the social context may have a 
strong influence on an evaluation (see also Higgins et al., 1977; Muss-
weiler & Strack, 1999; Schwarz & Clore, 1983; Tajfel, 1978. Indeed, it 
has been a key aim of this thesis to demonstrate the contextual sen
sitivity of automatic affective reactions, a point neglected in previous 
theorizing and research. We regard an automatic first impression as 
an automatic affective reaction that people experience within the first 
few milliseconds towards a person concerning their affective signifi
cance to the perceiver (LeDoux, 1989). This affective aspect is the 
core component of both automatic as well as more controlled first im
pressions because more extended first impressions containing trait 
characterizations may be directed by these initial affective reactions 
(Wilson & Klaaren, 1992). A distinctive element of automatic first im
pressions is that people do not think about the causes leading to an 
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evaluation because they respond fast, whereas with controlled first im
pressions people try to justify their impression of a person and form 
a coherent picture representing all ingredients. Therefore in general 
we argue that controlled first impressions are more sensitive to cor
rection and motivational processes, and contain more detailed infor
mation than automatic first impressions. Although these qualitative 
differences make it difficult to investigate automatic and controlled 
evaluations within a single paradigm, we think that the investigation 
of automatic affective impressions can provide greater insight in the 
mechanisms underlying (more controlled) evaluations and judgments. 

4.4 Final thoughts 

So, what general conclusions can we draw from the research pre
sented in this thesis? We noted in the introduction that people often 
immediately like or dislike a new person. However, the underlying 
reasons for these automatic preferences were less clear. The gen
eral aim of this thesis was to examine why people immediately like 
or dislike a person. The research provided in this thesis indicates 
that people in the immediate environment play an important role in 
the evaluation of a new person, because they may serve as a com
parison standard or as source of affective information. Hence, the 
qualities of the persons themselves are not always the key factor in 
determining their evaluation. This thesis also demonstrated that peo
ple may sometimes rely on the self as a basis for their evaluation. As 
a result, the people in the environment are related to the self before 
they may affect an evaluation of a new person. More specifically, we 
have investigated the influence of affect and similarity on affective first 
impressions of people in which the self was involved (Chapter 2) and 
in which the self was not involved (Chapter 3). The research pre
sented in both chapters demonstrates that both affect and similarity 
play an important role in automatic first impressions of people, albeit 
in different ways. 

This thesis extends (and integrates) the affective priming research, 
social judgment approach, and self-categorization theory in several 
respects. Our contribution to the social judgment literature comprises 
the integration of previous social judgment models in the two stages 
of our FACE (Frame-And-Compare-Evaluation) model of affective per
son judgment. FACE emphasizes the double-edged nature of similar-
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ity in the occurrence and the outcome of comparison processes. First, 
a certain degree of similarity between objects is necessary for the ac
tivation of a comparison frame, which determines the likelihood for 
the occurrence of comparison processes. Second, the focus of atten
tion on similarities or differences between objects determines the out
come of a potential comparison process. Furthermore, we add to the 
affective priming research the point that automatic contrast effects are 
indeed possible. The occurrence of these automatic contrast effects 
may depend on the social category of the affective prime, provided 
that the social category is (unconsciously) perceptible. We extend 
self-categorization theory with our finding that self-categorization pro
cesses may indeed occur automatically and without the awareness 
of the perceiver. The results presented in Chapter 2 demonstrated 
that participants automatically categorized unconsciously presented 
affective primes as related to the self (ingroup category cue) or as 
unrelated to the self (outgroup category cue), causing opposite target 
evaluation outcomes. 

We think that the research presented here underlines that the in
tegration of several different perspectives in social psychology has 
proven to be a fruitful objective in our investigation of immediate af
fective impressions of people. In this respect our goal was not so 
much to test competing theories in a competitive manner - a contrast 
strategy if you like. Rather our aim has been to integrate and build 
on existing theories - a more assimilative approach perhaps. On this 
point we have at least (and at last!) demonstrated the value of assim
ilation as well as contrast, a quest that at times seemed elusive in our 
empirical results. In particular the FACE model should not be seen 
in competition with its forebears, but as forming a framework in which 
sometimes conflicting ideas, especially in relation to similarity, can be 
accommodated. With this in mind we hope that the FACE attracts 
attention (and not just lip-service) in future research in this field. 





Nederlandse 
Samenvatting 

Vaak is het meteen duidelijk of we iemand leuk vinden of niet. Op 
welke gronden dit soort onmiddellijke voorkeuren voor bepaalde per
sonen berusten is vaak minder duidelijk. De meeste mensen zullen 
waarschijnlijk zeggen dat met name de kwaliteiten van een persoon 
hun voorkeuren bepalen. In dit proefschrift wordt deze veronder
stelling echter betwijfeld, in het bijzonder als het gaat om een onmid
dellijke of automatische affectieve indruk van een persoon. Centraal 
staat de hypothese dat factoren die buiten de betreffende persoon 
liggen, zoals de aanwezigheid van andere mensen in de omgeving, 
van grote invloed kunnen zijn op deze affectieve indrukken. Meer 
specifiek heb ik onderzocht wanneer een persoon in de omgeving 
als vergelijkingsstandaard dient voor het vormen van een onmiddel
lijke evaluatie, en de manier waarop vergelijkingsprocessen de rich
ting van een evaluatie kunnen beïnvloeden. 

Affectieve waarde, gelijkenis en de zelf De sociale cognitie be
nadering, affectieve priming onderzoek en zelf-categorisatie theorie 
suggereren een aantal factoren die een rol zouden kunnen spelen 
bij een eerste indruk van een persoon in de context van andere per
sonen. Twee eigenschappen van personen in de omgeving van de 
targetpersoon lijken doorslaggevend te zijn, namelijk de affectieve 
waarde en de mate van gelijkenis met de targetpersoon of met de 
waarnemer zelf. De affectieve waarde van een persoon in de omge
ving kan de evaluatie van een neutrale persoon beïnvloeden door pro
cessen als vergelijking of affectieve priming. Daarnaast is de mate 
van gelijkenis van belang omdat een bepaalde mate van gelijkenis 
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een verband creëert tussen stimuli, bijvoorbeeld tussen twee perso
nen, zodat ze de waarneming van elkaar kunnen beïnvloeden. 

Een derde factor die van invloed kan zijn bij het vormen van een 
eerste indruk van een persoon is de waarnemer zelf. De waarnemer 
kan immers als persoon ook een bepaalde relatie hebben tot een tar-
getpersoon of personen in diens omgeving. Stelt u zich bijvoorbeeld 
voor dat u een nieuwe persoon ontmoet in de aanwezigheid van een 
goede vriend. Het is zeer waarschijnlijk dat de manier waarop uw 
vriend (een contextpersoon) op deze nieuwe persoon reageert, uw 
eigen reactie en eerste indruk van de persoon voor een groot deel zal 
bepalen, vooral als uw vriend reeds bekend is met deze persoon. In 
dit voorbeeld is de relatie tussen de contextpersoon (de vriend) en de 
waarnemer (uzelf) de cruciale factor die bepaalt hoe u de targetper-
soon waarneemt. Dus kan men concluderen dat de contextpersoon 
via de waarnemer zelf een invloed heeft op de evaluatie van de tar-
getpersoon. Er zijn echter ook legio voorbeelden te bedenken waarin 
de waarnemer zelf een minder grote rol speelt bij het vormen van een 
evaluatie, bijvoorbeeld wanneer er mensen in de omgeving zijn die 
als vergelijkingsstandaard kunnen dienen. 

Om de rol van de waarnemer bij het vormen van eerste indrukken 
van personen te onderzoeken heb ik in dit proefschrift een onder
scheid gemaakt tussen persoonsevaluaties waarbij de zelf betrokken 
is en persoonsevaluaties waarbij de zelf niet betrokken is. Meer speci
fiek ben ik nagegaan op welke manier zowel de mate van gelijkenis 
tussen personen als de affectieve waarde van invloed zijn op automa
tische evaluaties van personen voor situaties waarin de waarnemer 
de zelf betrekt in de evaluatie (Hoofdstuk 2) en voor situaties waarin 
de waarnemer zichzelf niet betrekt in de evaluatie (Hoofdstuk 3). 

Evaluaties waarbij de zelf is betrokken In dit proefschrift wordt 
verondersteld dat een waarnemer eerder geneigd is zichzelf te be
trekken bij het vormen van een evaluatie wanneer er niet direct infor
matie beschikbaar is om de evaluatie te bepalen. Daarnaast kan het 
activeren van een voor de waarnemer relevante intergroepscontext 
de waarschijnlijkheid dat de zelf bij de evaluatie wordt betrokken ver
groten, omdat dan de categorie waartoe de waarnemer behoort sail
lant wordt gemaakt. De waarnemer valt bij zelfbetrokkenheid als het 
ware terug op zijn intuïtieve gevoelens om zich een oordeel te vormen 
van een "neutrale" persoon en gebruikt zichzelf als informatiebron 
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(vgl. affect as information). In dit proefschrift wordt dan ook veron
dersteld dat wanneer mensen zichzelf betrekken bij het vormen van 
een evaluatie, ze ontvankelijker zijn voor de invloed van onbewust 
waargenomen affectieve informatie uit de omgeving. 

De bron van deze onbewust waargenomen affectieve informatie 
bepaalt vervolgens of de waarnemer de informatie overneemt of juist 
verwerpt. Hierbij is het van belang of de bron aan de waarnemer 
zelf is gerelateerd, bijvoorbeeld doordat de bron en de waarnemer 
tot dezelfde (geactiveerde) categorie behoren. Wanneer de affectieve 
informatie aan de zelf is gerelateerd, zal de waarnemer geneigd zijn 
deze informatie automatisch te accepteren, hetgeen leidt tot een af
fectieve reactie in dezelfde richting als de bron (assimilatie). Echter 
wanneer de affectieve informatie niet aan de zelf is gerelateerd of 
tegengesteld is aan de zelf, dan zal de waarnemer geneigd zijn de 
affectieve informatie automatisch af te wijzen of tegen te werken, het
geen een affectieve reactie in de tegengestelde richting van de bron 
oproept (contrast). Dus ervaren we over het algemeen een positief 
gevoel en beginnen te lachen wanneer onze vrienden lachen, terwijl 
we een negatief gevoel kunnen ervaren wanneer we worden gecon
fronteerd met een lachende supporter van het rivaliserende voetbal
team. 

In Hoofdstuk 2 is de bovenstaande theorie onderzocht door te kij
ken naar persoonsevaluaties in de aanwezigheid van andere perso
nen die onbewust werden aangeboden. De veronderstelling was dat 
waarnemers in dit geval op zichzelf vertrouwen als bron van infor
matie, omdat ze zich niet bewust zijn van de aanwezigheid van deze 
contextpersonen. Volgens de theorie wordt als gevolg van de be
trokkenheid van de zelf en de activatie van een intergroepscontext, 
een onbewust aangeboden persoon automatisch aan de zelf gerela
teerd qua saillante sociale identiteit. De gelijkenis tussen deze con
textpersoon en de zelf (in termen van categorie lidmaatschap) bepaalt 
vervolgens de richting van de affectieve reactie. Hierbij roept con
textuele affectieve informatie die gerelateerd is aan de zelf (bijv. een 
ingroup lid met een boze of blije gezichtsuitdrukking) een assimi-
latieve affectieve reactie op bij de waarnemer, terwijl contextuele af
fectieve informatie die in tegenstelling is met de zelf (bijv. een out-
group lid met een boze of blije gezichtsuitdrukking) eerder een con
trastieve affectieve reactie zal oproepen. 

De hypothese dat affectieve cues die automatisch worden geasso
cieerd met een bepaalde sociale categorie kunnen bepalen of mensen 
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congruente of incongruente affectieve reacties ervaren, werd getoetst 
middels twee experimenten. In tegenstelling tot de algemene bevin
ding van automatische priming effecten maar in overeenstemming 
met de hierboven geschetste verwachtingen, bleek dat waarnemers 
automatisch een incongruente of tegengestelde affectieve reactie 
(contrast) kunnen ervaren wanneer onbewuste affectieve informatie 
afkomstig is van een categorie die niet gerelateerd is aan de zelf. 
Verder wees het patroon van resultaten in beide experimenten in de 
richting van een congruente affectieve reactie (assimilatie), wanneer 
onbewuste affectieve informatie afkomstig is van een categorie die 
met de zelf wordt geassocieerd. Dit patroon was echter niet betrouw
baar. 

Deze twee experimenten tonen als één van de eerste experimen
ten automatisch contrast aan als gevolg van onbewuste affectieve 
priming. De resultaten laten zien dat de sociale categorie van de stim
ulus de affectieve reactie ten aanzien van deze onbewust waargeno
men stimulus kan bepalen. De mogelijke invloed van onbewuste, 
aan de zelf gerelateerde processen op affectieve priming is naar mijn 
weten niet eerder aangetoond. Bovendien laten de resultaten zien dat 
onbewust waargenomen affectieve cues de relatie tussen de waarne
mer en deze cues in termen van ingroup of outgroup categorieën kun
nen activeren. Dit geeft indirect bewijs voor de aanname dat (zelf-) 
categorisatie processen automatisch en onbewust kunnen verlopen. 

Evaluaties waarbij de zelf niet is betrokken Mensen in de omge
ving van een nieuwe persoon kunnen ook een directe invloed hebben 
op de evaluatie, zonder dat de waarnemer zelf een grote rol speelt. 
Bijvoorbeeld bij het geven van cijfers aan studenten, komt de evalu
atie van een nieuwe student meestal tot stand door te vergelijken met 
andere studenten op enkele attributen die aan de opdracht zijn gerela
teerd. In dit geval is het niet waarschijnlijk dat de waarnemer zichzelf 
betrekt in de evaluatie omdat de relatie tussen de contextpersonen 
(oude studenten) en de targetpersoon (de nieuwe student) centraal 
staat en er voldoende informatie aanwezig is om een evaluatie te vor
men. 

In Hoofdstuk 3 is onderzocht wanneer mensen precies geneigd 
zijn om een contextpersoon als vergelijkingsstandaard te gebruiken 
voor de evaluatie van een targetpersoon. Het lijkt niet waarschijnlijk 
dat mensen een nieuw persoon altijd met iedere andere aanwezige 
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persoon zullen vergelijken. Daarnaast is er gekeken naar de uitkomst 
van een mogelijk vergelijkingsproces: Wat bepaalt eigenlijk of er as
similatie of contrast (of geen van beiden) optreedt? Binnen de sociale 
cognitie literatuur lijkt er enige onenigheid te zijn over de uitkomst van 
vergelijkingsprocessen. Stapel en Koomen (2000, 2001) menen dat 
vergelijking over het algemeen leidt tot contrastieve evaluaties, terwijl 
Mussweiler (2001b, 2002) beweert dat de uitkomst van een vergelij
king afhankelijk is van de mate waarin mensen zich richten op ver
schillen of overeenkomsten tussen de vergelijkingsobjecten. 

In dit proefschrift staat de hypothese centraal dat de gelijkenis 
tussen personen de evaluatie van een persoon op twee, soms tegen
gestelde manieren kan beïnvloeden. Aan de ene kant kan gelijkenis 
tussen personen de waarschijnlijkheid vergroten dat deze personen 
met elkaar vergeleken worden, terwijl aan de andere kant gelijke
nis tussen personen ervoor kan zorgen dat er vooral gelet wordt op 
overeenkomsten bij een vergelijking. Deze twee functies van gelijke
nis komen tot uiting in de twee fasen van het Frame-And-Compare 
Evaluation (FACE) model voor affectieve persoonsbeoordeling dat bij 
het totstandkomen van dit proefschrift is ontwikkeld. Tijdens de frame 
fase (inkaderen) bepaalt de mate waarin stimuli op elkaar lijken (ofwel 
vergelijkbaar zijn) de waarschijnlijkheid dat deze stimuli met elkaar 
worden vergeleken. Daarnaast bepaalt de saillantie van verschillen 
of overeenkomsten in de compare fase (vergelijking) de uitkomst van 
het vergelijkingsproces (respectievelijk contrast en assimilatie). 

In vijf experimenten heb ik de twee functies van gelijkenis gema
nipuleerd om het FACE model te toetsen. Middels de eerste twee ex
perimenten heb ik onderzocht in hoeverre de mate waarin een vergelij
kingskader is geactiveerd van invloed is op de eerste indruk van een 
persoon. Deze experimenten zijn gebaseerd op de aannamen dat de 
gezichtsuitdrukking van een persoon de eerste indruk van een tweede 
persoon kan beïnvloeden en dat de aan- of afwezigheid van vergelij
kingsprocessen de richting van dit effect bepaalt. De resultaten van 
deze experimenten laten inderdaad zien dat mensen minder geneigd 
zijn om personen met elkaar te vergelijken wanneer er geen vergelij
kingskader is geactiveerd. 

In een derde experiment werd met gebruik van expliciete maten 
voor de twee kanten van gelijkenis aangetoond dat er twee com
ponenten nodig zijn om het ontstaan en de uitkomst van vergelijk
ingsprocessen te voorspellen. Vervolgens werd in Experiment 4 de 
functie en relatieve aard van de inkaderingsfase meer direct geïllus-
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treerd door het faciliterende effect van de activatie van een vergelij
kingskader op een categorisatie-taak. Experiment 5 laat zien dat 
gelijkenis tussen twee objecten twee aparte functies kan hebben in 
het vergelijkingsproces, met tegengestelde evaluatie-uitkomsten als 
gevolg. 

Het FACE model en de gepresenteerde experimenten breiden eer
der werk op het gebied van persoonsvergelijking uit omdat hiermee 
het interpretation/comparison model van Stapel en Koomen (2000) en 
het selective accessibility model van Mussweiler (2002) geïntegreerd 
kunnen worden. Deze integratie wordt mogelijk door de complexere 
en meer voorwaardelijke rol van gelijkenis dan in eerdere sociale 
beoordelingsmodellen. Bovendien kan FACE zowel assimilatie als 
contrast effecten voorspellen in (automatische) affectieve eerste in
drukken als op het gebied van sociale beoordelingen, waarbij mensen 
personen bijvoorbeeld beoordelen op persoonlijkheidskenmerken. 

Tot slot In de Algemene conclusie wordt getracht het onderzoek 
van de beide empirische hoofdstukken in één perspectief te plaat
sen. Daarbij worden een aantal vragen gesignaleerd die vervolgens 
uitgebreid worden behandeld. Als eerste wordt er ingegaan op wat 
precies bepaalt of de zelf wordt betrokken bij de evaluatie van een 
persoon. Daarna komt de rol van de targetpersoon bij zijn of haar 
evaluatie aan bod en wordt het uitblijven van overtuigende assimilatie 
effecten in het onderzoek uitgevoerd in het kader van dit proefschrift 
besproken. Vervolgens wordt er ingegaan op de rol van automati
sche tegenover meer gecontroleerde processen bij affectieve eerste 
indrukken van personen. Als laatste worden er enkele suggesties 
gedaan voor toekomstig onderzoek naar eerste indrukken en worden 
de gevolgen van het huidige onderzoek voor de sociale psychologie 
in het algemeen aangestipt. 
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