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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. 




