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Journalist: “You said that this was an emotional verdict. Could you elaborate on
that?”
LA District Attorney Gil Garcetti: “Well, it took less than three hours
deliberation!”
Broadcast on CNN the day after the acquittal of O.J. Simpson

As the above quotation suggests, a widely shared belief is that sound
judgments about people require a substantial amount of time and effort.
The general idea is that one should not give too much credit to quick
judgments. Of course, because the deliberation about O.J. Simpson will
forever remain secret, there is no way to know the information used by the
jurors to reach their decision. At first glance, the situation is different when
our own judgment is at stake. To the extent that we spend sufficient time
and effort, we believe that we are able to assess the validity of our decisions.
In other words, we hardly doubt our metacognitive abilities and see
ourselves as in the best of positions to appreciate what led us to make a
particular judgment. But is the belief that we have access to the sources of
our thoughts justified? How do we really know what led us to form a
specific impression? And how do we know that our judgment is accurate? In
the present chapter, we propose that people often evaluate the validity of
their impressions by relying on naive theories about judgment processes.
In the first section, we provide a general overview of the social judgeability
model (SJM). We propose that, when people form impressions about others,
they check for the trustworthiness of their judgment. This metacognitive
exercise aims at bringing the judgment in line with a series of normative
standards sedimented in the form of naive theories of judgment. To the
extent that current research on person perception embodies a powerful norm
concerning social judgment — that perceivers should not make a judgment
about a specific target on the sole basis of category-based information — we
argue that a similar norm influences people’s judgment whenever they
evaluate their knowledge about others. However, because perceivers have
limited access to the processes underlying a particular impression, a series of
irrelevant cues may affect their metacognitive evaluation and create a feeling



Social Judgeability Concerns in Impression Formation 127

of confidence. That is, a variety of aspects of the judgmental context are
likely to inform perceivers when a particular impression is or is not to be
trusted.

In the second section, we test the idea that people are not particularly
good at identifying the true sources of their judgment. We provide empirical
support showing that perceivers may misinterpret the factors underlying
their impression. We show that the subjective availability of individuating
information contributes to the expression of (stereotyped) judgments. In the
third section, we further examine whether people rely on these rules of
judgment for presentational reasons or whether the judgment is truly
affected by private beliefs. To this end, we explore the effect of judgeability
in a series of settings where social desirability is unlikely to play a role.

In the fourth section, we evaluate the contribution of people’s naive
theories in the dilution effect. Specifically, we suggest that judgeability
effects may contribute to cautious or polarized judgments depending on
whether perceivers are more or less aware that their stereotypes influence
their ratings. We address alternative accounts of the data in terms of con-
versational rules. We also detail the unique qualities of the social judge-
ability model compared to other models of judgment correction.

In the fifth section, we suggest that other well-established findings may be
fruitfully examined within the social judgeability framework. We focus on
the overattribution bias which corresponds to the fact that people over-
estimate the causal contribution of dispositional factors and understimate
the impact of situational forces. We examine the conditions that may lead
perceivers to overlook the situational factors and utter a dispositional
judgment. As we show, the mere theoretical adequacy of the judgmental
setting can increase observers’ feeling of confidence and lead to the
expression of a polarized judgment.

In a final section, we suggest that the contribution of naive theories in
metacognitive episodes is not restricted to those situations in which
perceivers seem to reflect on their judgment after the fact. Instead, implicit
rule of judgment construction also exerts an impact on-line and ends up
affecting the nature of our judgment in a dramatic way. We provide recent
evidence from our laboratory that the mode of information acquisition may
also influence impression formation. In other words, whether people
actively search for the information or passively receive the data can make a
difference at the level of people’s subjective confidence.

The social judgeability model

Recent years have witnessed an increased emphasis on the social embed-
dedness of person perception. Attention has been paid to the pragmatic
concerns that could be at work when people are confronted with others
(Fiske, 1993; Kunda, 1990). Congruent with this pragmatic trend, the social
judgeability model (Leyens, 1993; Leyens, Yzerbyt, & Schadron, 1992,
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1994; Schadron & Yzerbyt, 1991; Yzerbyt & Schadron, 1996) tries to
improve our understanding of person perception phenomena by taking into
account a variety of social factors that influence social judgment.

First, the SJM posits that social judgments are not only constrained by
some objective reality supposed to be “out there.” Whereas some models of
social judgment remain agnostic with regard to the possibility of a true
perception of the target people, others tend to make the assumption that a
final call can be made. The SJIM stresses the inherent flexibility of percep-
tion; it acknowledges the fact that people can be appraised in a great variety
of ways that are equally “real” (for a related discussion in cognitive psy-
chology, see Medin, 1989; Medin, Goldstone, & Gentner, 1993; Murphy &
Medin, 1985). In fact, the degree of adequacy of social perception must be
examined in light of the agendas of both the perceivers and the targets
(Swann, 1984, 1987).

Because the external reality hardly limits the way people perceive their
environment, other concerns need to enter the picture. These additional
levels of adequacy, as we call them, limit the possible construals of the
target. That is, they are additional ways to impose constraints on people’s
judgments about others. In addition to the reality level of adequacy, a most
important level is the integrity of the personal and social self. The SJM
proposes that perceivers make judgments in order to reach desirable
conclusions as far as their personal or social identity is concerned (Leyens &
Yzerbyt, 1992; Leyens, 1993; Yzerbyt & Castano, 1997; Yzerbyt, Leyens, &
Bellour, 1995; see also Kunda, 1990). Clearly, space limitation does not
allow us to dwell on this aspect here but a number of theoretical perspectives
suggest that social judgments are conditioned by the way they serve the
personal (e.g. Swann, 1987) and social (e.g. Tajfel & Turner, 1986) identity.

A third level of adequacy for social judgment and the focus of the present
chapter is what we call the normative level. According to the SJM, people
like to see their social judgments meet certain socially shared criteria of
validity. These criteria can be seen as social norms sanctioning the materials
and the processes used to build one’s knowledge about others. Interestingly,
current models of impression formation give us a hint as to which sources of
information should be taken into consideration in order to evaluate others.
During the last two decades, researchers have accumulated impressive
evidence for the “cognitive miser” view and the idea that categorial infor-
mation such as stereotypes or schemas ease up the cognitive burden of person
perception (for a review, see Fiske & Taylor, 1991). A first stream of evidence
comes from research demonstrating an increased reliance on stereotypes
when cognitive resources are lacking during impression formation.
Researchers have manipulated resource depletion in a number of ways
including time allocated to the impression formation task (Kruglanski &
Freund, 1983), pace of presentation (Bargh & Thein, 1985; Pratto & Bargh,
1991), task complexity (Bodenhausen & Lichtenstein, 1987), number of
target groups (Stangor & Duan, 1991), stimulus set size (Rothbart, Fulero,
Jensen, Howard, & Birrel, 1978), distraction by a concurrent task (Gilbert &
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Hixon, 1991), arousal during impression formation (Kim & Baron, 1988,;
Paulhus, Martin, & Murphy, 1992), mood (Bodenhausen, 1993; Hamilton,
Stroessner, & Mackie, 1993; Stroessner & Mackie, 1992; Wilder & Shapiro,
1988), and time of day (Bodenhausen, 1990). The message is that perceivers
rely on stereotypes to characterize an individual when capacity limitations
prevent them from fully examining the available information (Macrae,
Hewstone, & Griffiths, 1993). Additional support for the fact that categorial
knowledge exerts little pressure on attentional resources comes from priming
studies. This line of investigation indicates that the rapidity of processing
stereotype-consistent information increases when the stereotype has been
activated prior to the presentation of the information (Dovidio, Evans, &
Tyler, 1986; Gaertner & McLaughlin, 1983; Macrae, Stangor, & Milne,
1994; Perdue & Gurtman, 1990). More recent work demonstrates the
resource-preserving properties of stereotype activation in an even more direct
manner. In a series of convincing studies, Macrae, Milne and Bodenhausen
(1994) used a dual-task paradigm to show that stereotypes liberate resources
that perceivers can then allocate to other activities.

Quite clearly, the two classes of information under consideration in the
person perception literature are the specific evidence about the target on the
one hand and the prestored knowledge concerning the people belonging to
the same category as the target on the other hand. With this distinction in
mind, the trend is to adopt a very cautious stand about category-based
judgments; they are presented as the default option that is relied upon when
cognitive resources are scarce or motivation is lacking. Perceivers are
thought to quickly identify the group the target is a member of and to rely
on the category-based information even when a consideration of the unique
characteristics of the target would be more desirable (for reviews, see
Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Hamilton & Sherman, 1994). In
contrast, the ideal impression would be grounded in individuating infor-
mation. We would like to suggest that the logic of the “official” models
embodies and formalizes a widely accepted norm that category-based judg-
ments are less valid than target-based impressions (Yzerbyt & Schadron,
1996). We think that social norms indicate that an impression concerning a
specific target should generate a substantial degree of suspicion whenever it
is based on category rather than target information. We thus claim that
laypeople and person perception researchers share the same social norm.
Together with the reality level of adequacy, the integrity and normative
levels contribute to shape the inferences perceivers draw about others.

The work developed by Kunda and colleagues (Klein & Kunda, 1992;
Kunda, 1990; Kunda, Fong, Sanitioso, & Reber, 1993; Kunda & Sanitioso,
1987) nicely illustrates the way the integrity and the normative levels of
adequacy combine with reality to orient judgment. In one study, Klein and
Kunda (1992, Experiment 1) showed that, when motivated to hold a
particular opinion about a person, people may construct general beliefs
justifying their desired view of this person. Participants were induced to
view another person as either low or high in ability because he was said
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to be either their partner or their opponent in a 50-dollar prize game. They
were then (allegedly) randomly assigned to the role of questioner in a game
and informed that the other person, the answerer, had performed very well
on two versus eight questions in a sample quiz. Klein and Kunda’s (1992)
findings fully support the idea that perceivers do not feel at liberty to believe
anything they want about others. Indeed, participants were sensitive to the
number of questions answered when they rated the target’s ability. They
were more impressed by the target’s ability and more confident about their
evaluation when the target had correctly answered eight rather than two
questions. This result demonstrates that participants took the actual
evidence into account and were not blindly endorsing their beliefs. How-
ever, rather than simply claiming their desired beliefs, participants con-
structed justifications for them. Compared to those who thought that the
target was their partner, participants believing that the other person was
their opponent considered that the ability of the target’s peers was higher
and that luck played a larger role in his successful performance. According
to Klein and Kunda (1992, p. 164), “people feel committed to a rational
process of belief justification and attempt to rely as best they can on
appropriate evidence and rules . . . but their interpretations of the evidence
and of the theories they construct are themselves biased by their motives.”
A critical dimension of social judgment is thus that reality, desired beliefs,
and rules of justification combine to shape people’s reactions.

In a similar vein, the SJM proposes that perceivers rely on several criteria
to evaluate the validity of their judgment. Because the objective level remains
largely unconstrained, perceivers are also sensitive to the integrity and
normative levels of adequacy in order to express meaningful judgments
about others. One key feature affecting the normative level of adequacy,
however, is that perceivers are notoriously ill-equipped when it comes to
scrutinizing their own cognitive processes (for reviews, see Metcalfe &
Shimamura, 1994; Nelson, 1992). In other words, although people are
expected to call upon their metacognitive abilities to assess the quality of
their knowledge about others, they are not very good at identifying the
various ingredients comprising their judgment nor, for that matter, are they
good at pinpointing the factors which led them to form a specific impression
(Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Schachter & Singer, 1962). It is our contention that
this state of affairs will allow for more diagrammatic information as well as
for more formal aspects of the situation to play a role in the metacognitive
exercise of evaluating the trustworthiness of judgments. We further unfold
this reasoning and provide empirical evidence in the following section.

Impression formation and impression misattribution

Imagine that you interview a candidate for a job as a secretary. Like most
people, you may end up asking yourself whether your favorable or
unfavorable impression of the person derives from the candidate’s intrinsic
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qualities (a creative mind, a warm personality versus a lack of organization)
or from a variety of category-based cues (the candidate is a North African
man versus a rather nice-looking female). As we indicated above, current
norms of judgment construction indicate that we should expect perceivers to
feel comfortable with their impression if it is known to draw upon indi-
viduating information. In contrast, people with a similar impression would
be very careful if category-based evidence is thought to be the primary basis
for their judgment.

There is one difficulty with this reasoning. Indeed, all current perspectives
on person perception underline the fact that perceivers are extremely quick
at categorizing others on the basis of a minimal amount of information.
Categories provide people with a host of information about a specific target.
Perceivers are thus likely to know quite a bit about any given person simply
because of his or her category membership. The critical question then
becomes to determine how exactly people are to interpret the resulting
impression. Are perceivers in a position to disentangle the individuating
from the category-based pieces of information? The answer seems to be that
they are not. In their now classic study, Nisbett and Wilson (1977)
suggested that people are quite inefficient at identifying those factors that
objectively affected their judgments or behaviors. The message of their
provocative review of the literature is that people have little or no direct
access to the processes that lead to particular contents of the mind. As a
result, naive theories play a major role in people’s accounts of why they
think what they think or why they do what they do. Building upon this
work, we reasoned that social judgment may partly derive from the
misattribution of one’s stereotypical impression to the available target
information.

We (Yzerbyt, Schadron, Leyens, & Rocher, 1994) designed a study in
which participants were first provided with category information about a
target individual. Half of the participants thought that the target person was
a comedian, a profession associated with extroversion, and the remaining
participants learned that the target was an archivist, a profession related to
introversion. After a minimal presentation of the target via an audiotaped
interview, all participants were given a pair of headphones and requested to
shadow the voice played in one of the two channels. This dichotic listening
task, allegedly used to mimic the cognitive burden of everyday life, was
selected because people are unable to monitor the information provided in
the unattended channel. At the end of the task, the experimenter informed
half of the participants (the “informed” subjects) that they had subliminally
received target information via the unattended channel. All subjects were
then given a so-called ego-strength scale (ESS) and asked to indicate the
target’s answers by checking “yes,” “no,” or “don’t know” for each item;
most of the items dealt with extroversion and introversion.

According to the SJM, all participants should form an impression about
the target on the basis of the category information provided in the first
portion of the experiment. Given the normative rules of judgment, we also
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expected the participants to refrain from judging a specific target on the sole
basis of category information. However, to the extent that people are not
good at appraising their cognitive processes, the alleged presence of
individuating information should allow a misattribution process: the
“informed” participants should believe that their impression is grounded on
the appropriate kind of evidence. In other words, when perceivers are
confronted with diagnostic category information along with illusory target
evidence, the resulting impression may be conceived of as one that stems
from the individuating information. As a consequence, the final judgment is
deemed valid and expressed with some confidence.

In agreement with these predictions, control participants’ ratings did not
differ as a function of the target’s profession. In sharp contrast, the
judgments were totally congruent with the stereotypical expectations when
the participants thought that they had received individuated information
during the shadowing task. This misattribution happened despite the fact
that subjects were not able to mention which pieces of information they had
received. In a follow-up study (Yzerbyt et al.,, 1994, Experiment 2), we
wanted to evaluate the fact that perceivers needed to believe that they had
received target-specific information before they felt entitled to judge. We
presented participants with minimal information about a comedian and
again told some of them that they had been subliminally confronted with
target information. In a third condition, the additional information
allegedly concerned the category of comedians as a whole. This third
condition provides a stringent test of our hypothesis on several grounds.
First, the inclusion of this condition offers a means to check if the
instruction about subliminal information simply made the category more
salient in the “informed” than in the control condition. It could be that the
“informed” participants expressed confident and polarized ratings because
they more readily than the control participants activated their categorical
knowledge. Second, this condition allows us to examine the conversational
impact of the instruction about the presence of subliminal information.
Indeed, such an instruction could induce participants to believe that they
are expected to judge the target person despite the lack of diagnostic
information. In contrast, if they indeed conform to the rule that one should
not judge a specific individual on the basis of category information, the
participants should clearly refrain from judging the target. As expected,
those participants who thought that they had received subliminal
information about the category as a whole did not judge the target.

Private beliefs versus impression management

The above studies provide strong empirical support for our hypotheses.
Clearly, subjects rely on the rule that one’s impression is hardly valid when
no individuating information is made available. In sharp contrast, the
metacognitive evaluation of their impression leads them to feel comfortable
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about expressing their views when they think that individuating evidence
was made available to them. Importantly, our subjects never received
individuating information but were simply led to believe that they had
received it. Moreover, they did not feel entitled to judge the target person
when they were told that the subliminal information concerned the category
the target was a member of. The pattern of data proves encouraging in that
it suggests that perceivers asked to judge another person engage in a
metacognitive process in which naive theories of judgment of the kind we
identified play a role.

The above studies provide convergent evidence that normative rules of
judgment are indeed at work when people form impressions about others.
In particular, people are reluctant to evaluate another person only on the
basis of category information. An important question concerning Yzerbyt et
al.’s (1994) findings concerns the extent to which the participants’ answers
reflect their true impression. The SJM posits that perceivers have
internalized a series of widely accepted rules concerning social judgment
and that overt responses directly echo the participants’ private evaluations.
The control condition in which subjects are left uninformed is particularly
interesting in this respect. A private belief account holds that these control
participants are truly convinced that their impression is ill-founded because
it is not based on individuated information. The absence of judgments
therefore informs us about the participants’ state of knowledge about the
target person. An alternative reading of the results might be that control
participants do not produce stereotypical answers simply because they are
aware that social judgments ought to be grounded on individual
information in order to be socially acceptable. In other words, the cautious
ratings observed in the control condition could derive from the participants’
motivation to appear unprejudiced. The data of the experimental conditions
can be interpreted along similar lines. Whereas the private belief perspective
stresses the fact that participants only judge the other person because they
think it is merited, the impression management account suggests that the
stereotypical judgments result from the participants’ impression that a
judgment is indeed desirable.

To examine the viability of these two alternative interpretations, we again
relied on the dichotic listening task paradigm but we introduced one
important modification (Yzerbyt, Leyens, & Corneille, in press a). Half of
the participants filled in the questionnaire about the target person while
being connected to a bogus pipeline apparatus (Jones & Sigall, 1971). This
change in procedure allowed us to collect the participants’ true impressions
about the target. Indeed, research indicates that the bogus pipeline
procedure provides one of the best means to eliminate presentational
concerns among participants (for a review, see Roese & Jamieson, 1993).

Upon their arrival at the laboratory, all participants were first requested
to answer a series of general knowledge questions about their university,
allegedly in order to comply with a departmental regulation. This short
questionnaire used the same “yes,” “no,” and “don’t know” scale as the
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ESS scale and was presented via a computer screen. Unknown to the
participants, their answers were directly sent to a remote server. The actual
experiment then took place in another laboratory located in a different
building. At the end of the dichotic listening task, half of the participants
were told that their answers to the ESS scale would be evaluated in light of
the information collected by the sophisticated apparatus present in the
room. A cover story ensured that participants were totally convinced of the
efficacy of the bogus pipeline. Indeed, after the experimenter had connected
the participants to the apparatus by way of several electrodes, he presented
them with a selection of questions issued from the general knowledge
questionnaire answered earlier. The task of the participants was to let the
machine guess their true answers. Although the guesses were far from
perfect for the first few items, the machine was increasingly correct for the
remaining ones and approached a perfect match for the final items. In
reality, the machine was reading the participants’ answers from the remote
server, adding some random noise in the presentation of the initial guesses.
All participants, whether they had been confronted with the bogus pipeline
or not, were then asked to fill in the ESS scale about the target person.

The private belief interpretation holds that people make a judgment only
because it is merited. This means that the difference in social judgment
between the informed and uninformed participants should emerge whether
or not the participants have been connected to the bogus pipeline apparatus.
The impression management view assumes that people do whatever they
think is socially acceptable. Because the bogus pipeline forces participants
to report their true impression, the difference between informed and
uninformed participants observed in the absence of the bogus pipeline
should vanish in the presence of the device.

As can be seen in Figure 8.1, our data (Yzerbyt et al., in press a) provide
strong support for the private belief interpretation and cannot be accounted
for by the presentational view. In line with predictions, the informed
participants are more confident and express more stereotypical ratings than
the uninformed participants. This pattern emerges whether participants
were linked to the bogus pipeline or not. Such a finding shows that,
although perceivers are sensitive to a series of naive theories of judgment,
their overt answers are much less strategic than may appear at first sight.
Interestingly, bogus pipeline perceivers report more stereotypical judgments
than the other participants. This additional result indicates that the dichotic
listening paradigm is hardly favoring the expression of category-based
judgments and further strengthens our social judgeability analysis of earlier
findings.

Recent work by Banaji (see Chapter 9 in this volume) bears much
resemblance to our demonstration that a variety of cues may lead perceivers
to misinterpret the origin of their (stereotyped) impression. In this research,
participants are asked to make a judgment of criminality on names that
vary in race. Instead of informing some of the participants that subliminal
information has been given to them, the experimenter indicates that some of
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Figure 8.1 Number of congruent answers (adapted from Yzerbyt et al., in
press a, Experiments 1 and 2)

the names on the list may be familiar because they have appeared in the
media as names of criminals. In line with predictions, this simple instruction
suffices to produce one and a half more “black” than “white” identi-
fications. More interestingly, participants in the “media” condition are
convinced that their evaluation is based on genuine memory of the criminal
names. Clearly, the misattribution of the impression to the media coverage
leads participants to feel confident about their judgment. As is the case in
our own studies, this pattern of findings stresses the difficulty of performing
the metacognitive task of evaluating the origin of an impression (see also
Greenwald & Banaji, 1995).

Judgeability concerns and the dilution effect

The stereotyping literature is replete with examples of the impact of stereo-
typic expectations on judgments (Darley & Gross, 1983; Duncan, 1976;
Sagar & Schofield, 1980). Other research, however, also reveals that people
sometimes disregard category-based information. In a well-known series of
studies, Nisbett, Zukier and Lemley (1981) asked their participants to
predict the level of electric shock that engineering or music majors would
tolerate. Not surprisingly, engineering majors were thought to tolerate more
shocks than music majors. This difference vanished, however, when the
participants saw a short video excerpt of the target person mentioning
name, place of birth and a few other non-diagnostic pieces of information.
In other words, the judgments of the target were much less affected by
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stereotypical knowledge when perceivers received a minimal amount of
individuating information. The fact that people are hardly influenced by
diagnostic category information has come to be known as the dilution
effect. This effect appears when people judge ingroupers as well as out-
groupers (Denhaerinck, Leyens, & Yzerbyt, 1989); it is not restricted to
judgments but also influences behavior (de Dreu, Yzerbyt, & Leyens, 1995).

Champion among the explanations for the dilution effect is the idea that
people face limited intellectual sophistication and rely instead on the rep-
resentativeness heuristic (Kahneman & Tversky, 1973). Because perceivers
have a prototypical representation of the category, provision of trivial
information about the target lessens the similarity between this target and
the prototypical member of the category. As a result of the reduced
similarity, people make less stereotypical judgments (Tversky, 1977).
Needless to say, the dilution effect enjoys a more desirable status than other
well-established cognitive biases because it stands out as one example of the
possibility of escaping the power of stereotypes in social judgments. The fact
that perceivers fail to integrate category information when judging indi-
viduals may sound reassuring given the negative reputation that stereotypes
carry with them. The problem, however, is when this neglect takes place at
the expense of the actual informativeness of category-based information.

Given that the dilution effect is a robust phenomenon (Locksley, Borgida,
Brekke, & Hepburn, 1980; Locksley, Hepburn, & Ortiz, 1982; Zukier,
1982), it is most intriguing in light of other results in the stereotyping area.
For instance, Darley and Gross (1983) found that their participants
refrained from judging a target after they had seen a video depicting her in
her socio-economic status background. Other subjects expressed stereo-
typical ratings after they had also seen a second video showing the target
person during an intelligence test. What can account for this apparent
paradox between a dilution effect, when asked to judge after the first video,
and an hypothesis confirmation, when asked to judge after both videos? In
our view, social judgeability may prove useful to reconcile these two sets of
findings.

A simple analogy between Darley and Gross’ (1983) and Nisbett et al.’s
(1981) findings may be unwarranted. According to social judgeability
theory, the belief that stereotypes unduly influence the impression of a
specific individual leads perceivers to withhold their judgment and feel less
confident. Conversely, when people believe that individuating information
forms the basis of their judgment, they should feel more comfortable at
expressing their views. This analysis leads us to distinguish three different
situations. The first situation is one in which subjects are requested to
produce a judgment about an abstract target person or, more generally, a
social group. Quite naturally, stereotypes should emerge because they
provide the only relevant information to answer the question. We would
argue that Nisbett et al.’s (1981) no-information condition corresponds to
such a situation. The second situation happens when perceivers face a
specific person and have little or no information to form their judgment. In
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Stereotype and pseudorelevant information > Judgment (stereotypic)

Stereotype —» Judgment —> Pseudorelevant information —» Judgment (dilution)

Figure 8.2 Pseudorelevant information. Design and expected judgment (in
parentheses) for the final-judgment-only condition (top) and the two-
Jjudgment condition (bottom) (Yzerbyt, Schadron, & Leyens, 1997)

this case, they should avoid judging along the lines implied by their stereo-
types. Indeed, the first video to Darley and Gross’ (1983) participants or the
short excerpt for Nisbett et al.’s (1981) participants leads perceivers to
withhold their judgment. Finally, there is a third situation in which people
encounter a real target but receive additional information that looks as if it
is relevant. In this case, people should feel entitled to judge and express their
impression with some confidence. The two-video condition imagined by
Darley and Gross (1983) clearly meets the latter criterion. Not surprisingly,
perceivers give stereotypical ratings because they have received no diag-
nostic information other than a categorical one (Yzerbyt et al., 1994).

The above analysis accounts for a long-standing paradox in the stereo-
typing literature. Yet, if our a posteriori interpretation is to be taken
seriously, it should stand the test of new experimental situations. In a first
experiment (Yzerbyt, Schadron, & Leyens, 1997), participants were given
pseudorelevant information about a student in business or history and asked
to rate his competitiveness and cooperativeness. In line with Hilton and
Fein’s (1989) distinction, pseudorelevant information is often useful for
making trait judgments but irrelevant for the particular judgment at hand.
As such, pseudorelevant information should prove most important in
providing perceivers with the feeling that they know something about the
target person and that their impression is therefore valid. Our key manipu-
lation concerned the presence or absence of a judgment before the par-
ticipants received the pseudorelevant information (see Figure 8.2). To the
extent that an intermediate judgment makes stereotypical knowledge more
salient, it should prevent the misattribution of the stereotype-based
impression to the pseudorelevant information. In other words, we expected
to find diluted ratings in the two-judgment condition and a polarized rating
in the finaljudgment-only condition because perceivers should be more
sensitive to the potential impact of their stereotypical expectations in the
former than in the latter condition.

The results fully confirmed our predictions. The judgments in the final-
judgment-only condition significantly departed from the scale’s midpoint.
Moreover, they were not significantly different from a control group in
which participants indicated their stereotypic views about the group as a
whole. In contrast, the ratings in the two-judgment condition revealed the
presence of a dilution effect. In this condition, neither the first nor the
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second judgment differed significantly from the scale’s midpoint. As
expected, both were significantly different from the stereotype. In sum, the
confrontation with a real target but no individuating information led
perceivers to avoid expressing their stereotype in the first judgment; the
second judgment remained unchanged in spite of the provision of pseudo-
relevant information because participants could not misattribute their
stereotype-based impression to the pseudorelevant information.

Our claim that subjects are sensitive to a variety of rules of impression
formation leads us to address one potential difficulty. The provision of
pseudorelevant information after a first judgment may surreptitiously
indicate that subjects ought to stick to their original rating. Fortunately,
data from a second experiment (Yzerbyt, Leyens, & Schadron, 1998) do not
conform to a conversational interpretation of this kind. In addition to the
conversational issue, the other goal of this study was to examine in a more
direct manner the conjecture that misattribution facilitates the expression of
polarized judgments. To this end, we manipulated the nature of the
individuating information.

In a first condition, participants were given category-based information
along with pseudorelevant individuating information and asked only a final
judgment. We hoped to replicate our earlier findings that people express
stereotyped judgments when they think they possess sufficient individuating
evidence. Another condition was modeled after our earlier two-judgment
situation with one important modification. Indeed, when asked to make a
first judgment, these two-judgment participants were given permission to
rely on the available category-based information. By doing this, we hoped
to bypass standard social judgeability rules and show that the participants
were perfectly aware of the relevant stereotype, that is, we expected the first
judgment to be stereotypic. We also expected that this modification would
have an impact on the second judgment. When given additional pseudo-
relevant information about the target, participants should become aware
that their stereotype may influence their evaluation. As a result, they should
refrain from judging the person. As can be seen in Figure 8.3a, our pre-
dictions were totally borne out.

Turning the above conversational interpretation on its head, it is possible
to argue that participants first given the permission to use the category and
later confronted with the pseudorelevant information may think that
pseudorelevant information is entirely worthless but that it was simply
provided in order for them to change their stereotypical answer. We see two
major problems in this account of our data. For one thing, the assumed
lack of relevance of the pseudorelevant information in the two-judgments
condition strongly contradicts the evidence accumulated on our pretest
subjects and by Hilton and Fein (1989). By definition, pseudorelevant
information conveys the feeling that some information has been given about
the target. The feeling that a real individual is at stake is thus very likely to
emerge when facing that kind of information. For another, and more
importantly, the absence of modification of the participants’ judgment in



Social Judgeability Concerns in Impression Formation 139

4T (a) (b)
Pseudorelevant Irrelevant | @ -

i individuating

3 1 | information
| O After
é individuating
| information

2 4

1 e

0 A ‘

Permission Final Permission Final

Figure 8.3 Judgment in the two-judgment and final-judgment only
conditions with pseudorelevant and irrelevant information. Scores could
range from —4 (not all ambitious) to 4 (very ambitious)

the two-judgment condition designed by Yzerbyt, Schadron and Leyens
(1997) stands in total contradiction to the idea that participants change
from a stereotyped to a diluted judgment simply because they think that the
experimenter expects them to do so. In conclusion, the fact that participants
sometimes did and sometimes did not reproduce their first rating when
asked to evaluate the target anew strongly suggests that the lack of impact
of the stereotype on the second judgment is the result of people’s judge-
ability concerns.

Our experiment also comprised two additional conditions in which par-
ticipants received irrelevant rather than pseudorelevant information (see
Figure 8.4). According to the social judgeability analysis, participants given
category-based and irrelevant individuating information at once should not
feel informed about a specific individual. As a consequence, dilution should
be found. In sharp contrast, participants asked a first categorical judgment
should later remain unaffected by the irrelevant information and keep on
expressing polarized ratings. This is because irrelevant information makes
explicit that no useful individuating information has been added. Figure
8.3b shows that the predicted pattern was found. These findings reveal the
heuristic value of the social judgeability analysis. Not only does the model
account for disparate findings in the literature, but a number of new
predictions can be tested.

The present findings do not mean that every dilution pattern reported in
the literature can be accounted for in social judgeability terms. Different
processes can lead to similar results. This is obvious in the case of stereo-
typic judgments. Clearly, people may end up using their stereotypes because
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Figure 8.4 Irrelevant information. Design and expected judgment (in
parentheses) for final-judgment-only condition (top) and two-judgment
condition (bottom) (Yzerbyt et al., 1998)

they confirm their hypothesis. Alternatively, perceivers may express stereo-
typical evaluations because they think that their category-based impression
rests on a valid basis, i.e. individuating information. To further complicate
matters, several processes can join forces to produce the predicted results.
For example, going back to Darley and Gross’ (1983) study, both hypothesis
confirmation and judgeability rules may have contributed to the formation
of impression. We would like to argue that the same situation holds for the
dilution effect. In a study by Zukier and Jennings (1984, Experiment 1),
participants acted as jurors in a murder trial. Control subjects received
diagnostic information indicating guilt, estimated the likelihood that the
defendant was guilty, and sentenced him. Other participants received
additional non-diagnostic information, i.e. information that was of no help
in making the judgment, concerning physical and behavioral characteristics.
Whereas in the “typical” condition the defendant was average on a number
of dimensions (e.g. “average height and vision”), in the “atypical” condition
he was extreme on the same dimensions (e.g. “extremely tall and very good
vision”). Only participants confronted with the typical non-diagnostic
information diluted their judgments. In line with the classic representative-
ness interpretation (Tversky, 1977), Zukier and Jennings (1984) argued that
typical non-diagnostic information appears inconsistent with an extreme
outcome but that atypical non-diagnostic information seems to confirm the
likelihood of such an outcome. An alternative interpretation can be
formulated within the framework of the social judgeability model. Indeed, a
social judgeability analysis suggests that people confronted with atypical
information feel better informed about the target and, as a result, express
polarized judgments. In contrast, average non-diagnostic information
reduces the feeling of being informed and dilution ensues.

Interestingly, there are a number of similarities between the social
judgeability model and Martin’s (1986) set-reset model (see Martin &
Achee, 1992). According to this author, assimilation effects typically
observed in priming studies derive from participants’ failure to recognize the
prior activation of the prime. In other words, to the extent that primes
remain in consciousness at the time of judgment, they are used to interpret
new information. When participants realize that they have been primed,
they seem to “reset” their frame of reference and attempt to partial out
the primed information. Admittedly, our participants’ reactions in the
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pseudorelevant conditions (see Figure 8.2) could be interpreted in the
context of Martin’s (1986) set-reset model. Still, it is less clear how this
model could account for the results in the irrelevant conditions (see Figure
8.4). Indeed, participants withheld their judgment when they simultaneously
received category and irrelevant information but stuck to their first categ-
orical judgment when the irrelevant information came after the category
information. Such a pattern can only be explained by assuming that the
participants are sensitive to the very nature of the individuating infor-
mation, a crucial assumption of the social judgeability model. In the same
vein, the ability of the set-reset model to account for our findings can also
be questioned on the basis of Yzerbyt, Schadron, and Leyens’ (1997) data.
Participants in this study received nothing but the category membership
before judging a real individual. Because they were not encouraged to rely
on their stereotypical knowledge, it is hardly surprising that they conformed
to the naive rules of social judgment and diluted their judgments. Contrary
to the set-reset model but in line with a social judgeability analysis,
participants later provided with pseudorelevant information about the
target did not alter their judgment. In conclusion, the social judgeability
model seems better able than the set-reset model to handle these various sets
of data.

The above results provide convincing evidence that judgeability concerns
play a role in the production of dilution effects. However, dilution effects
have also been obtained in settings different from the one we used here. For
instance, Locksley, Hepburn, and Ortiz (1982) collected beliefs about “night
people” and “day people.” Three weeks later, one group of participants
received only category information about eight individual targets, a second
group of participants received both category and non-diagnostic informa-
tion, and a third group both category and diagnostic information. Dilution
occurred when participants received non-diagnostic information despite the
fact that the non-diagnostic information very much looked like pseudo-
relevant information.

A number of recent findings, mostly issued from research on the base rate
fallacy, offer a nice way to reconcile Locksley et al.’s (1982) results and our
data. Questioning the role of the representativeness heuristic in the pro-
duction of the base rate fallacy, Gigerenzer (1991) looked at reactions to an
uninformative description when participants received no or several other
descriptions. He found a striking correlation between the number of descrip-
tions and the mean difference between the answers in the two base rate
conditions. More interestingly, Gigerenzer, Hell, and Blank (1988) found
that separate analyses on those participants who read several descriptions
and encountered the uninformative description first revealed the presence of
a strong base rate effect for this description. Along with similar claims about
the role of the experimental context on the emergence of the base rate fallacy
(Leyens et al., 1994), these findings suggest that the simultaneous presen-
tation of several individuated targets leads participants to differentiate
between them. This kind of empirical evidence has obvious implications for
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Locksley et al.’s (1982) study. In line with self-categorization theory (Oakes,
Haslam, & Turner, 1994), the simultaneous presentation of eight targets who
differ only in terms of their category can only make salient the difference
between the categories. In contrast, when individuating information is pro-
vided, the presentation of eight targets is likely to lead participants to
differentiate the targets from one another, resulting in much less
discrimination between the two categories (Abele-Brehm, 1996; Gigerenzer,
1991; Leyens et al., 1994).

To sum up, we acknowledge the potential impact of the lack of represen-
tativeness of the target in the emergence of dilution effects, but we also
suspect that a series of pragmatic and judgeability aspects contributes to
produce the specific patterns of data. Clearly, additional research is needed
to better understand how various context aspects of the judgmental situ-
ation influence the production of social judgments. With this concern in
mind, the next section examines the role of naive theories in the emergence
of the overattribution bias.

The adequacy of the judgmental context

The overattribution bias (OAB) is one of social psychologists’ most
cherished patterns of findings (Jones, 1990). Along with the famous Asch
paradigm, Milgram’s experiments and a few other classic findings, the OAB
is a must in any introductory course on social psychology. In addition to
being a real winner in the eyes of university teachers, the OAB remains a
hotly debated phenomenon in contemporary research circles. Also known as
the “fundamental attribution error” (Ross, 1977), the “correspondence bias”
(Gilbert & Jones, 1986) or the “observer bias” (Jones & Nisbett, 1972), the
OAB corresponds to the fact that observers tend to explain other people’s
behavior in terms of their intrinsic characteristics and to overlook the
impact of situation constraints (Gilbert & Malone, 1995).

The first and perhaps most enlightening experiment illustrating the
impact of the overattribution bias is a study by Jones and Harris (1967) in
which subjects were asked to read an essay opposing or supporting Castro,
the communist Cuban president. In line with Jones and Davis’ (1965)
correspondent inference theory, subjects who learned that the author had
been free to express his own views in the essay simply inferred the presence
of corresponding attitudes. In other words, the author who favored Castro
was thought to like Castro and the one who opposed Castro in the essay
was seen to dislike Castro. More surprisingly, subjects who were told that
the author had been forced to advocate the position taken in the essay also
inferred the presence of correspondent atttitudes. Although the difference
between the favorable and the unfavorable author was less important in the
forced-choice than in the free-choice conditions, this pattern is totally at
odds with the prediction derived from correspondent inference theory.
Indeed, the theory predicts that the absence of choice should logically
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prevent subjects from making a distinction between the author favoring
Castro and the one opposing Castro. Since this seminal study, the OAB has
been replicated a great many times and has become a favorite dish on social
psychologists’ plate (for a review, see Gilbert & Malone, 1995)

From our social judgeability perspective, the attitude attribution para-
digm imagined by Jones and Harris (1967) is ideally suited to examine how
naive theories affect perceivers’ metacognitive work. As we know, par-
ticipants have every reason to decline the opportunity to judge the target
person and, yet, they feel confident enough to make dispositional judg-
ments. What could motivate such a reaction? In our view, the observer’s
metacognitive work favors the expression of a correspondent judgment
partly because the attitude attribution paradigm confronts the observer with
a meaningful judgmental setting.

Our analysis builds upon a close inspection of the experimental situation.
On the one hand, the whole context stresses a psychological approach to the
task (Higgins, 1996; Leyens, Yzerbyt, & Schadron, 1994; Quattrone, 1982;
Webster, 1993). Subjects are requested to rely on their interpersonal skills,
they are reminded that their role is pretty much like one of a clinician facing
a patient, some of the dependent variables involve personality traits, etc.
Clearly, thus, the psychological tone of the setting is made very salient. On
the other hand, there is little doubt that the attitudinal issues typically used
in the attitude attribution paradigm have a strong dispositional tone. In
other words, people’s position on the issue is probably thought to be
dictated by personality factors. Given that subjects see people’s views on the
specific issue as being determined by their personality and that the
judgmental context makes salient the idea that the personality of the author
is at stake, there is a strong adequacy between the context and the requested
judgment. The question is then: Could such a match play a role in the
emergence of the OAB? Could it be that people feel sufficiently entitled to
judge because they misinterpret their correspondent inference?

We tested this social judgeability interpretation of Jones and Harris’
(1967) well-known attitude attribution paradigm in a series of studies
(Leyens, Yzerbyt, & Corneille, 1996). First, we verified that our participants
spontaneously accounted for people’s opinion about a particular topic, i.e.
euthanasia, in terms of their personality whereas they related people’s views
about an alternative topic, i.e. the closing of the coal mines in the UK, to
their social background. We then proceeded to show, and found, that when
participants confronted someone who had been forced to write an essay
against the legalization of euthanasia, they made a correspondent inference
if the context of the study stressed the idea of personality but not if the
context emphasized the idea of social background. Conversely, participants
overattributed an essay about the closing of coal mines to its author when
the context of judgment focused on social background but not when it
underlined the idea of personality. For both topics, a control condition
stressing neither personality nor social background also failed to produce
the classic fundamental attribution error. Clearly, perceivers did not
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systematically fall prey to the OAB. Instead, they proved to be very
sensitive to the theoretical relevance of the target behavior and of their own
judgment. Perceivers felt entitled to judge only when the context of their
judgment was meaningfully related to the behavior of the target.

The above results are most intriguing in light of current social psycho-
logical wisdom. Although many theoretical models address the OAB and all
of them display some unique features, it is still possible to distinguish two
broad categories of explanation. According to the sequential views, the
OAB emerges because perceivers rely on the anchoring-adjustment heuristic
(Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). More specifically, sequential views propose
that people spontaneously explain an event in terms of the characteristics of
the author (the dispositional anchor) and then adjust this first inference by
taking into account competing information (the situational adjustment)
(Jones, 1979). Presumably, the OAB is the consequence of insufficient
adjustment. Strong support for this anchor-adjustment process comes from
data showing that motivation reduces the bias (Tetlock, 1985; Webster,
1993; Yost & Weary, 1996). Other studies reveal instead that a shortage of
cognitive resources increases the bias (Gilbert, 1989; Gilbert, Pelham, &
Krull, 1988; Gilbert & Silvera, 1996). The observation that perceivers may
sometimes end up making erroneous situational attributions provided that
they start out with a situational anchor offers yet another demonstration of
the insufficient adjustment process (Krull, 1993; Quattrone, 1982; Webster,
1993). In sum, the sequential views hold that a better job could be per-
formed if perceivers were to examine the information more closely.

Instead of explaining the OAB by looking at perceivers’ cognitive limi-
tations, a second group of explanations celebrates the work people undergo
to give meaning to the judgmental setting. These conversational approaches
suggest that the OAB paradigm very much urges participants to express a
judgment about the author of the essay. Indeed, to the extent that par-
ticipants are sensitive to the rules of conversation and assume that the
experimenter, like them, conforms to these rules (Grice, 1975), they must
take the essay to be a valid piece of information and the atttitudinal
question to be a legitimate question. In other words, the paradigm entails
implicit pressures to rely on the characteristics of the essay to judge the
author (Miller & Rorer, 1982; Miller, Schmidt, Meyer, & Collela, 1984;
Wright & Wells, 1988). In line with such a conversational analysis, par-
ticipants do refrain from making an OAB when they receive no information
about the author of the essay (Ajzen, Dalto, & Blyth, 1979), when the
information that they receive appears completely irrelevant with regard to
the author’s behavior (Miller & Lawson, 1989), or when they are warned
that they may not have the right information to make a judgment (Wright
& Wells, 1988).

Both the sequential views and the conversational approaches offer useful
insight as to why the OAB may emerge. Interestingly, however, the results
presented by one line of research are not easily cast in terms of the
alternative framework. For instance, if motivated perceivers are indeed
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expected to make better sense of the available information than less
motivated perceivers, a conversational theorist would probably predict more
and not less bias among the former participants. Conversely, the sequential
view is ill-equipped to account for the impact of a number of conversational
manipulations. More importantly for our purpose, both perspectives are
silent as to what would happen when no essay at all is given to the
participants. This means that Leyens et al.’s (1996) findings presented above
can simply not be accounted for in strict sequential or conversational terms.
Only our judgeability analysis of the experimental situation provides a
satisfactory explanation of the results. Indeed, whether perceivers did or did
not face an adequate judgmental context was clearly a critical factor in the
emergence of a correspondent inference.

One interesting way to test the viability of the judgeability interpretation
is to show that Leyens et al.’s (1996) participants make a dispositional
inference because they rely on the adequacy of the judgmental context as a
ready-made indicator of the validity of their inference. Should perceivers be
more motivated, they would realize that they received no real information
about the target and would refrain from making dispositional inferences.
This prediction was tested in a follow-up study (Corneille, Leyens, &
Yzerbyt, 1996, Experiment 1). As before, we did not distribute any essay.
We told half of the participants that a student had taken part in an experi-
ment in psychology. The remaining participants learned that the experiment
concerned sociology. To manipulate the topic, we informed half of the
participants that the essay dealt with euthanasia. The other participants
were told that the essay was about the closing of mines in the UK. In other
words, we activated an adequate context in two of the four conditions. In
each condition, half of the participants were made accountable by being
told that they would have to explain their answers to the head of research.
Earlier work indicates that this kind of accountability instruction is quite
successful in motivating the participants to carefully process the information
(Tetlock, 1983, 1985). Our prediction was straightforward. On a very
general basis, we expected that the adequacy of the judgmental context
would lead our subjects to feel entitled to judge the target. This is exactly
what we found. More important, the predicted three-way interaction
confirmed that the impact of adequacy on the emergence of dispositional
inferences was observed only for our non-motivated participants. When
made accountable, perceivers did not seem to be happy with the mere
adequacy of the context. In contrast, when motivation was low, participants
fell prey to the OAB when the essay concerned euthanasia and the study
was allegedly conducted in a psychological context. Similarly, low-
motivation participants expressed dispositional attributions when the essay
dealt with the closing of mines and the experiment was allegedly carried out
in the context of research in sociology.

These findings provide a very convincing demonstration of the intrusion of
judgeability concerns in the attitude attribution paradigm. As such, they
underline the relevance of naive theories of judgment in a wide variety of
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settings. Interestingly, they do share one important feature with the earlier
illustrations of judgeability concerns in stereotyping settings. Indeed, as far as
we can tell, these metacognitive inferences very much seem to play a role at
the end of the judgmental process. In other words, it is as if perceivers reflect
on their impression and its validity right before they are requested to utter
their judgment. Is it possible that some sort of metacognitive work takes
place along the way rather than at the end of the journey? Could judgeability
concerns affect the judgment as the impression is being constructed? In the
next section, we present our initial efforts in answering this question.

The many sources of confidence

A paramount feature of the impression formation research examined above
is that participants always passively receive rather than search for the
information concerning the judgmental target(s). Although such a procedure
enables methodological concerns to be met, it fails to provide a full picture
of real-life social perception: Perceivers do not only receive information
from others, they also invest time and effort to gather new information in
order to make up their minds. In our earlier work (Yzerbyt and Leyens,
1991), we explicitly addressed this shortcoming of the impression formation
literature. We evaluated the impact of the active selection of the information
in a hypothesis confirmation paradigm (Snyder & Swann, 1978). Our par-
ticipants were asked to request as many pieces of trait information as they
saw fit in order to select a series of candidates for a theater role. In perfect
agreement with other research on the confirmation bias (Klayman & Ha,
1987) and on the negativity effect (Peeters & Czapinski, 1990), we found that
participants requested more information when the traits were positive and
confirming rather than negative and disconfirming.

Building on this early empirical demonstration of the role of the active
information search in impression formation, Johnston and Macrae (1994)
looked at the impact of the mode of information acquisition on stereotype
maintenance. These authors provided some of their participants with
information concerning a specific target person. Some items of information
were consistent with the stereotype, others were inconsistent, still others
were neutral. Other participants were allowed to request the specific pieces
of information that they wanted. Still others only knew the category
membership of the target. The data revealed that, compared to the situation
in which all of the evidence was given, the control of the information search
led participants to express more stereotypical answers. Because the active
search participants did not differ from the category participants, these
findings reveal that stereotypes may be more resistant in real-life settings
than most laboratory studies seem to indicate.

In our view, these studies are important because they suggest that per-
ceivers may in fact be very sensitive to the mode of acquisition of the
information. Specifically, people may have more confidence in the evidence
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that they themselves gathered than in information they passively received.
Unfortunately, two weaknesses in Johnston and Macrae’s (1994) demon-
stration prevent us from drawing firm conclusions regarding our conjecture.
First, these authors included no condition in which participants received
exactly the same information as the active search participants. Second, the
feedback information always confirmed the question asked by the par-
ticipants, with the consequence that the targets often appeared incoherent.
We took care of these problems in a series of experiments (Dardenne &
Yzerbyt, 1996).

In a first study (Dardenne & Yzerbyt, 1996, Experiment 1), participants
first read a six-trait description of a person. For each trait, a percentage
mentioned the proportion of peers attributing that particular trait to the
person. Depending on the condition, we created a positive or a negative
expectancy. For instance, the positive expectancy participants learned that
64% and 20% of the people thought that the person was spontaneous and
envious, respectively. Active search participants then received a list of 12
positive and 12 negative traits and were asked to select six additional traitsin
order to form an impression. For each trait, the experimenter successively
revealed the proportion of people attributing the trait to the person. Import-
antly, the feedback was always consistent with the initial impression. Passive
reception participants were yoked with their active search colleagues in that
we simply provided exactly the same information requested by an active
search participant to a passive reception participant. Finally, active search
and passive reception participants conveyed their impression of the person
(likeability) as well as their confidence on a number of dependent measures.
Our prediction was that the control of the data collection process would lead
participants to make more extreme impressions and to feel more confident.
As can be seen in Figure 8.5, the data fully support our hypotheses.

These findings lend credit to the idea that perceivers who control the
acquisition of the information express more confident and polarized ratings.
They remain silent, however, as far as the underlying process is concerned.
One possibility is that polarization takes place at the end of the data
collection phase. This “end-product” hypothesis assumes that perceivers in
both conditions complete their data collection with a similar impression.
Before they convey their impression, they take into account the mode of
information acquisition and correct their impression accordingly. Suppo-
sedly, a more active control is conducive to better judgments. As a result,
perceivers may feel more confident and polarize their judgments. Alterna-
tively, the active search for additional information could have an on-line
influence on the impression. According to this hypothesis, perceivers deal
with the information in a distinctive manner from early on and may end up
with a very different impression. One way to tell apart these two possi-
bilities is to provide information that disconfirms the perceivers’ initial
hypothesis. Indeed, active and passive perceivers may come up with very
different final impressions if the mode of information acquisition exerts its
impact from the first piece of information on. On the other hand, if
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Figure 8.5 Likeability ratings and level of confidence for active search and
passive reception participants ( Dardenne and Yzerbyt, 1996, Experiment 1).
For likeability ratings, scores range from —9 (very negative) to 9 (very
positive); for confidence ratings, scores range from 0 (very low) to 9 (very
high)

perceivers bring in only at the end the fact that they either searched for or
received the evidence, active participants should simply be more confident
and extreme in their final impressions than passive participants.

In a second study (Dardenne & Yzerbyt, 1996, Experiment 2), we repli-
cated the above experiment except that we provided half of the participants
with disconfirming rather than confirming evidence. To the extent that the
final impression is very sensitive to the mode of information acquisition (see
Figure 8.6), our data clearly support the “on-line” hypothesis. In fact,
whereas passive reception ended up with positive impressions, active search
always led participants to form negative impressions. This pattern of
findings is highly reminiscent of the distinction between the positivity bias
and the negativity effect (Peeters & Czapinski, 1990). Apparently, active
search perceivers appraise the old and the new information in a more
cautious and responsible manner.

In conclusion, the mode of acquisition of the information has a noticeable
impact on people’s final judgments. Interestingly enough, whereas earlier
research indicates that negative information leads to more intense cognitive
work (Fiske, 1980; Kahneman & Tversky, 1984), the present data show that
a more accountable set of mind leads perceivers to weigh the negative
evidence more than the positive evidence. In contrast to a “sufficiency”
orientation which favors positive information and confirming evidence,
the active search may correspond to a “necessity” orientation in which
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Figure 8.6 Likeability ratings and level of confidence for active search and
passive reception participants ( Dardenne and Yzerbyt, 1996, Experiment 2).
For likeability ratings, scores range from -9 (very negative) to 9 (very
positive); for confidence ratings, scores range from 0 (very low) to 9 (very
high)

perceivers feel highly accountable for their decision. This distinction between
the active search and the passive reception of the inforination shares many
characteristics with the well-established impact of mood on impression
formation (Bodenhausen, 1993; Fiedler, 1991; Forgas, 1991; see also Mackie
& Hamilton, 1993) as well as with many other observations showing the
existence of a more conscientious mode of processing the information and a
more superficial way of handling the data (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; for a
similar argument in the attitude area, see Chaiken, 1987; Petty & Cacioppo,
1986). With regard to stereotyping, the message from our data is not very
optimistic. On the one hand, people tend to stick more to their a priori views
when they are negative rather than positive. On the other, perceivers are
likely to embrace new information more readily when it is derogatory rather
than flattering. In short, an egotistic and ethnocentric approach of the world
may largely benefit from an active search for information.

Conclusions

The culture we inhabit has its rules of functioning. People carry with them a
number of naive theories regarding social judgment. Some conditions are
thought to render a judgment valid; others lead to a questionable decision; we
may or may not feel entitled to judge. The present chapter examined the
impact of two different naive theories. In a first research program, we
examined the widely shared assumption that social perceivers are supposed to
judge others on the basis of valid individuating judgment. This prescriptive
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rule, we argued, is largely embodied in current impression formation models.
In several experiments, we showed that the mere belief that individuating
information has been made available may facilitate the expression of
judgments. To the extent that the perceivers’ expectations are the only real
source of information, people’s judgment ends up confirming the stereotypes.
Although our findings do not mean that hypothesis confirmation is unlikely
to contribute to the maintenance of stereotypes, they stress the fact that
implicit rules of judgment can combine with people’s limited access to the
actual basis of their impression to perpetuate long-standing characterizations
of social groups. Our conclusion is further supported by the fact that explicit
manipulations of the authentic versus strategic nature of this metacognitive
calculus by means of a bogus pipeline failed to support the idea that our
participants’ answers could be motivated by impression management
concerns.

Our work on the dilution effect adds an important aspect to the demon-
stration of the role of naive theories in social judgment. Instead of inform-
ing participants that they had received relevant individuating information,
we actually provided all participants with pseudorelevant evidence. Our
data suggest that the presence of pseudorelevant information may increase
people’s reliance on stereotypic knowledge. However, any factor increasing
subjects’ awareness that category-based information unduly contaminates
their individuated judgment will reduce the expression of the stereotype. In
other words, social perceivers will refrain from using their stereotypes when
rating another person to the extent that they better appreciate the impact of
category information. Our findings further show that the neglect of stereo-
types in certain judgment situations, i.e. the dilution effect, may have less to
do with the heuristic of similarity and comparisons with the prototype than
with simple social rules of judgment.

In all these studies, we concentrated our efforts on one particular rule of
judgment. Indeed, building upon current impression models, we conjectured
that people may be reluctant to base their judgment on stereotypes. Of
course, our findings do not mean that perceivers will always guard against
category-based judgments. The degree to which the norm is salient in any
given situation will be highly related to the kind of social category. People
are likely to be less comfortable basing their impression on the social
category when the target person is a member of a socially protected group
than when ambient norms are less favorable to the group. At the time of
this writing, homophobic judgments remain less problematic than
impressions based on people’s gender. Also, there is no reason to exclude
the possibility that perceivers may consider category-based judgments to be
quite valid, especially when a group-based interaction appears meaningful
(Leyens et al., 1994; Oakes, Haslam, & Turner, 1994; Yzerbyt, Rogier &
Fiske, in press b). That is, some people should see no difficulty in relying on
group membership in order to judge others. However, the legitimacy of
category-based impressions is likely to be sensitive to the specific group at
stake and the kind of interaction involved.
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More recently, we tested the idea that pseudorelevant information may
give perceivers the feeling that they possess a substantial degree of informna-
tion about the target person in a totally different context. Specifically, our
research program turned to the attitude attribution paradigm. Our data
suggest that dispositional inferences may often emerge as a consequence of
the theoretical match between the kind of judgment requested from the
perceiver and the judgmental context. As far as we can see, the data recently
collected in our laboratory are hardly accountable in terins of mainstream
interpretations of the OAB. Instead, we suspect that perceivers will feel
comfortable judging others to the extent that they can come up with a
coherent explanation for the observed behavior. Depending on the judg-
mental context, such a coherent explanation will be more or less easy to
construe and observers’ confidence in their judgment will be high or low.
Clearly, further research is needed to disentangle the role of the various
factors at work.

In the last section, we tackled a somewhat different question. Indeed, we
built upon earlier work on the active search for inforination in order to
examine the possible impact of naive theories on the confirmation of
hypotheses. Our studies reveal that people react very differently to the data
when they search rather than receive the inforination. In our view, on-line
metacognitive inferences could explain the difference between the active
search and the passive reception. A qualitatively different appraisal of
information that one has collected oneself would explain why active search
leads the evidence to be processed in a more critical and conscientious way.

In their own way, all the studies examined in the present chapter directly
address the normative level of adequacy. As a set, they provide strong
evidence in favor of the SJM by showing that naive theories of judgment
intrude into the metacognitive assessment of our judgments about others
and inforn us whether we may or may not trust our impression. There is
little doubt that a better awareness of the various ways by which normative
standards affect the very fabric of our judgments is one true benefit of the
interest in metacognition in social psychology.
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