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Abstract

Social-cognitive principles underlie people's learning about what matters in the social
world. The bene®ts of these social-cognitive principles reveal essential aspects of what it
means to be human. But these social-cognitive principles also have inherent costs, which
highlight what it means to be `only human'. Social cognition is `social' because what is
learned concerns the social world, and where the learning takes place is in the social
world. This paper reviews the bene®ts and costs of both sides of social cognition: (1) the
cognition of social psychology principles of organization, explanation, knowledge
activation and use; and (2) the social psychology of cognition principles of shared
reality role enactment, social positions and identities and internal audiences. The fact
that there are inherent costs of the same social-cognitive principles for which there are
essential bene®ts a�ords a new perspective on social-cognitive costs that is di�erent
from either the classic `con¯ict' perspective or the more current `limited capacity' and
`dual-process' perspectives. This `trade-o�' perspective deepens both our understanding
of the true nature of these principles and our appreciation of our common humanity.
Copyright # 2000 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

Social psychologists have historically taken a cognitive approach to understanding
social behavior (see Zajonc, 1980), whether that approach involved the Gestalt
principles of perception (e.g. Krech & Crutch®eld, 1948) or the information pro-
cessing principles of cognition (e.g. Ostrom, 1984). In order to review the area of
social cognition, therefore, I must ®rst de®ne boundary conditions that distinguish it
from social psychology more generally, as well as from non-social cognition. Let me
begin with the latter issue.

There are several thoughtful discussions in the literature about how social cognition
di�ers from non-social cognition (e.g. Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Forgas, 1981; Heider,
1958; Kretch & Crutch®eld, 1948; Ostrom, 1984; Schneider, Hastorf, & Ellsworth,
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1979; Tagiuri, 1969; Zajonc, 1980). There are some distinguishing properties of social
cognition that are especially signi®cant. Not only are observers concerned with the
relations between persons, such as love or power between two persons, but they can
also be one of the persons in the relation. Not only are observers concerned with a
target person's underlying intentions and feelings, but they can also create the social
situation in which the target's intentions and feelings arise and be the object to which
they are directed. Not only are observers concerned with the viewpoint of the target
person, but they can also be motivated to construct a shared viewpoint with their
target. Not only are observers concerned with inferring the dispositions and qualities
of the target person, but the target person can also be concerned with what inferences
these observers make. Not only are observers concerned with how they are perceived
by the target person, but the target person with whom they are concerned can be
themselves.

This interpersonal, intersubjective and re¯exive character of social cognition helps
to distinguish it from non-social cognition. But it is also a de®ning characteristic of
social psychology more generally. Max Weber (1967) stated: `In ``action'' is included
all human behavior when and in so far as the acting individual attaches a subjective
meaning to it . . . Action is social in so far as, by virtue of the subjective meaning
attached to by the acting individual (or individuals), it takes account of the behavior
of others and is thereby oriented in its course' (pp. 156±157). That is, action is `social'
when its meaning and orientation takes account of other people (see also Thomas &
Znaniecki, 1918). This viewpoint was also expressed by Gordon Allport (1968) who
de®ned social psychology as `an attempt to understand and explain how the thought,
feeling, and behavior of individuals are in¯uenced by the actual, imagined, or implied
presence of others' (p. 3).

Thus, social cognition has been distinguished from non-social cognition in ways
that reveal the essential interpersonal nature of social cognition but fail to distinguish
it from social psychology. One solution to this problem would be to select a particular
content within social psychology as social cognition, with the remaining contents not
being social cognition. Indeed, this has been a popular solution historically in social
psychology textbooks and handbooks. Speci®cally, social cognition was equated with
the area of person perception, with the two terms often being used interchangeably.
Person perception concerned people's judgments, impressions, explanations and
predictions of some target person's attributes and behaviors, individual di�erences in
these perceptions, and accuracy and bias in these perceptions (e.g. Bruner & Tagiuri,
1954; Tagiuri, 1969; see also Schneider, Hastorf, & Ellsworth, 1979).

This solution did not satisfy the social psychologists in the late 1970s who were
excited about the signi®cance of social cognition for social psychology more
generally. They believed that social cognition extended across traditional social
psychological areas, such as attitude change, interpersonal communication, group
decision making, and so on. The relevance of social cognition beyond person percep-
tion to other social psychological contents is obvious in the most recent handbooks of
social psychology (see Gilbert, Fiske, & Lindzey, 1998; Higgins & Kruglanski, 1996;
see also Markus & Zajonc, 1985). Thus, one cannot distinguish social cognition from
social psychology by making social cognition just one content area within social
psychology.

An alternative solution is to recognize that social cognition emphasizes the
cognitive level of analysis within social psychology rather than all possible levels.
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Consider again Gordon Allport's classic de®nition of social psychology as an attempt
to understand how the thought, feeling, and behavior of individuals are in¯uenced by
the actual, imagined, or implied presence of others. Such social in¯uence includes
social facilitation and impairment e�ects of the mere presence of others, which can be
addressed at a biological level of analysis (see Zajonc, 1966), and group performance
e�ects of democratic, authoritarian, and laissez-faire social climates, which can be
addressed at a social level of analysis (see White & Lippitt, 1968). These are social
psychological issues without being social cognition because they concern the in¯uence
of others on behavior without emphasizing the cognitive level of analysis. Thus, not
all of social psychology is social cognition because not all of social psychology
emphasizes the cognitive level of analysis.

Social cognition, then, is `social' because it emphasizes the interpersonal, inter-
subjective and re¯exive character of cognition, and it is `cognitive' because it
emphasizes the cognitive level of analysis within social psychology. One side of social
cognition is nicely captured in Gordon Allport's (1968) question, `What happens to
the mental life of the individual when he enters into association with others' (p. 1)?
This question highlights the social psychology of cognition. The other side of social
cognition is the cognition of social psychology. To borrow Allport's expressive style, a
question that captures the ¯ip side might be `How does the mental life of the
individual in¯uence his or her associations with others?' Social cognition, then,
concerns the in¯uence of social and cognitive variables on one another, and
social-cognitive principles are those that contribute to understanding this mutual
in¯uence.

Now that the boundary conditions of social cognition have been established, we
need to consider its essential nature. We know it has something to do with the
interrelations between mental life and association with others, but how should these
interrelations be characterized? To begin with, why should individuals relate their
mental life to their associations with others? James (1890/1948) stated: `Primarily
then, and fundamentally, the mental life is for the sake of action of a preservative sort'
(p. 4). Thus, the ®rst step in understanding the nature of social cognition is to
recognize that individuals' mental life has fundamental survival value through its
contribution to adaptive action (see Fiske, 1992; Ostrom, 1984). Ostrom (1984)
argued that action is the root of social knowledge: `American social psychologists
shared the view that human action was the basis of social knowledge . . . It was
obvious to these social psychologists that humans were ``doers'' rather than
``watchers'' . . . a person learns about the world through acting on it and experiencing
the consequences of that action. Baby's rattle feels smooth to the touch of ®nger,
cheek and tongue, and makes noise when shaken . . . Integral to both social and
nonsocial knowledge is the actions of the self' (p. 17).

Learning is used to regulate feelings and thoughts as well as action, and humans are
`watchers' and `listeners' as well as `doers'. They learn from observing others' actions
and their consequences as well as from acting on the world (see Bandura, 1986), and
they learn from others' communications and instructions. When considering how
learning occurs, it is especially important for social cognition to include people
learning from observing others and listening to others because such learning is social
learning. This kind of learning does not involve people learning on their own about
how the world works but learning in relation to observing others' actions and
receiving their messages. Such learning is shared with others and the shared reality
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aspect of social cognition is one of its critical properties ( for reviews, see Hardin &
Higgins, 1996; Levine, Resnick, & Higgins, 1993).

The process of learning is also social in another sense. Although individuals can
learn about the world on their own, learning typically takes place within a social
context. For example, babies rarely learn about the properties of their rattle solely on
their own. Typically, they learn about their rattle in association with others, when
playing with their parents, siblings, or other caretakers. Thus, learning about non-
social objects also usually takes place in association with others, which creates a
shared reality about these object properties as well. It is critical that people learn what
matters to others about some activity or object, such as learning about eating as an
activity or, especially, about oneself as an object. For example, children are motivated
to learn how their appearance and behaviors in¯uence caretakers' responses to them
in order to increase the likelihood that the caretakers will provide them the nurturance
and security they need to survive (see Bowlby, 1969, 1973; Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934;
Sullivan, 1953).

Considering both what is learned and how learning takes place, social cognition is
`social' because it is concerned with the learning that is about associations with
others, and the learning that takes place in association with others. In both cases, the
learning concerns what matters when associating with others. The cognition of social
psychology emphasizes the principles involved in learning about social objectsÐthe
fact that what is learned concerns the social world. The social psychology of cognition
emphasizes the principles concerning the context of learning about the worldÐthe
fact that where the learning takes place is in the social world. Social cognition, then,
concerns learning about what matters in the social world.

Characterizing social cognition as learning about what matters in the social world
highlights the fact that social-cognitive principles are useful. They exist because they
are adaptive, even necessary, for human survival. They are natural principles. They
provide essential bene®ts to self-regulation and social regulation. By considering the
bene®ts of social-cognitive principles, social cognition provides a unique perspective
on what it means to be human. But this is not the whole story. These same natural
principles also have self-regulatory and social regulatory costs (see also Kruglanski,
1992; Smith & Mackie, 1995). They produce errors and biases in memory, judgments
and decision making that can be detrimental to interpersonal and intergroup
relations. By considering the inherent costs of social-cognitive principles, social
cognition provides a unique perspective on what it means to be `only human'. The
purpose of this paper is to consider both the bene®ts and the costs of the same social-
cognitive principles. I believe that by understanding the trade-o�s of the same social-
cognitive principles, we deepen both our understanding of the true nature of these
principles and our appreciation of our common humanity.

The purpose of this review is to illustrate how basic principles from the cognition
of social psychology and the social psychology of cognition have both bene®ts and
costs. The review will necessarily be limited in scope. Social cognition has a long
history in psychology and the social sciences more generally. Within psychology,
important contributions to social cognition have been made in social psychology,
personality, developmental psychology, abnormal and clinical psychology, cognitive
psychology, organizational psychology, and community psychology. It is not possible
to review all these contributions here. It is also not appropriate to the mission of this
special series of articles in the European Journal of Social Psychology. My review
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should and will concentrate on the contributions of social psychology to social
cognition.

Even within these limits there are far too many contributions to cover in a single
journal article. Given the historical nature of this special series, and the fact that
Annual Review and Advances chapters discuss current contributions, I felt it might
be useful to re¯ect on what social cognition has taught us over the last half century.
I looked for a general take-away message from social cognition. I am not suggesting,
of course, that the message of `trade-o�s' in this paper is the only take-away message
of social cognition. I believe it is an important message, however, because it has
implications for the scienti®c, applied, and humanistic contributions of social
cognition. My objective, then, was to take a broad and historical perspective on
general social-cognitive principles in order to illustrate the trade-o�s of social
cognition.

Illustration requires selection, which necessarily excludes some very important
principles. An especially di�cult problem was how to deal with the important work
on the interface between motivation and social cognition. Given that people learn
about what matters in the social world, motivation is inherent to social cognition.
Motivation and social cognition are synergistic in many ways (see, for example,
Gollwitzer & Moskowitz, 1996; Kruglanski, 1996; Kunda, 1990; Sorrentino &
Higgins, 1986). One especially signi®cant aspect of the motivation±cognition inter-
face concerns how social-cognitive processes are in¯uenced by motivational variables,
such as feelings (e.g. Forgas, 1992; Schwarz & Clore, 1987) and epistemic motivations
(e.g. Kruglanski & Webster, 1996). Given space constraints, it was not possible to
review the motivation±cognition interface in this paper. Fortunately, other articles in
this series will cover important aspects of this interface.

My review of the social-cognitive principles will be divided into two sections. The
®rst section will describe cognition of social psychology principles, and the second
will describe social psychology of cognition principles. Both bene®ts and costs of each
principle will be described. The paper concludes by discussing how the story of `trade-
o�s' in social-cognitive principles di�ers not only from the classic `con¯ict' perspec-
tive but also from the more recent `limited capacity' and `dual-process' perspectives.

PRINCIPLES OF THE COGNITION OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

This section of the paper describes some major principles of the cognition of social
psychology. How do individuals learn the workings of the social world? What are the
bene®ts of acquiring and using social knowledge? People satisfy their needs and meet
their goals in association with others. To function e�ectively, they learn how the
social world works and apply this knowledge to regulate themselves and others. The
social-psychological perspective on learning about the social world has emphasized
the following general types of principles: principles of organization, of explanation,
and of knowledge activation and use. This section describes each of these principles
and begins by discussing how its functioning provides an essential bene®t to people.
The inherent trade-o�s of the principles are then revealed by discussing how the same
principle can also have costs.
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Organization

The historical roots of the cognition of social psychology are found in the Gestalt
principles of perception, which emphasized that people's experience is organized (e.g.
Krech & Crutch®eld, 1948; Lewin, 1951). The organizing process both simpli®es
input, which is economical, and connects it to knowledge of related objects or events
that allows the perceiver to `go beyond the information given' (Bruner, 1957a). By
connecting one isolated elementary input to other kinds of information, organization
provides answers to questions such as `What is it?' `What's happening?' or `What's
going on?' The notion that experience is organized is re¯ected in social cognition
variables at several levels of organization. Organization occurs from categorization of
a single input about a person, to forming an overall impression of a person from
separate categorizations of the person, to forming an overall impression of a group
from categorizations of group members, to forming a model of the interrelations
between di�erent categorizations.

Categorization

When people categorize or identify input, they organize or summarize several
di�erent pieces of information. Rather than responding to each input as unique and
being limited to its here-and-now properties, categorization takes advantage of past
experiences to provide additional information. Categorization is a necessary process if
perceivers are to learn from past experiences. If every input is treated as unique, there
will be no bene®t from exposure to previous instances.

One major bene®t of categorization is to add information that is missing from the
current exposure to a category instance. For example, seeing for the ®rst time a
friend's new puppy who is lying on a mat does not provide information about how
one might play with the puppy. But activating the category of puppy can provide
information about how to interact with puppies. This information-augmentation
function of categorizing social objects has been studied extensively under the heading
of exemplars, schemata, scripts, and associative networks (see, for example, Bartlett,
1932; Brewer & Nakamura, 1984; Cantor & Mischel, 1979; Schank & Abelson, 1977;
Wyer & Carlston, 1979; for reviews, see Carlston & Smith, 1996; Hastie, 1981; Taylor
& Crocker, 1981). There is also evidence that organizing information into categories
can facilitate memory for category-related information that was present in an input
(see, for example, Hamilton, Katz, & Leirer, 1980). Anderson and Pichert (1978), for
example, found that participants in an imaginary tour through a home remembered
additional information about the home when they were later told to imagine that they
had toured the home as a `burglar' or as a `homebuyer'.

Overall Impressions

People also organize separate elements of categorical information about a target
person into overall evaluative impressions of the person. Such organization can occur
in more than one way. The meanings of the di�erent categorical elements can be
interrelated to one another, thereby constructing a referential whole that is di�erent
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than the sum of its parts, and then this constructed reference as a whole is evaluated
(e.g. Asch, 1946; Hamilton & Zanna, 1974). This con®gural integration di�ers from
an algebraic integration in which the independent evaluations of each separate
categorical element are combined algebraically, without there being any change in
meaning of the separate elements (e.g. Anderson, 1974; Fiske & Pavelchak, 1986).
The same two categorical elements, such as `surgeon' and `casual', would produce a
positive impression when integrated algebraically but a negative impression when
integrated con®gurally.

Information about di�erent individuals can also be organized into representations
of a group to which the individuals belong. Depending on both functional value and
processing capacity, there are di�erent ways that the information can be organized.
The trait-related behavior by each group member can be organized in terms of which
behaviors are associated with each individual group member or the behaviors can be
organized as behaviors associated with the group as a whole. As for impressions of
individuals, this di�erence in organization can in¯uence evaluations of the group. If a
group has a minority of members who produce many negative behaviors, for example,
the group will be evaluated more negatively when the behaviors are associated with
the group as a whole rather than with each individual group member (see Rothbart,
Fulero, Jensen, Howard, & Birrell, 1978).

Consistency Models

People not only organize their impression of a single person or a single group. They
also organize their impression of how di�erent persons or groups relate to one
another. More generally, they form a model of the interrelations between and among
categorical elements. An historically important version of such models in social
psychology has been the `consistency' models (see, for example, Brown, 1965; Eagly &
Chaiken, 1993; Zajonc, 1968), the most famous of which are cognitive dissonance
theory (Festinger, 1957) and balance theory (Heider, 1958). In Festinger's (1957)
cognitive dissonance theory, for example, the relation between two cognitive
elements, x and y, constitutes an inconsistent or dissonant state when not-x follows
from y. In Heider's (1958) balance theory, the interrelations involving two or three
cognitive elements constitutes an inconsistent state or state of imbalance when
multiplying across all the positive or negative signs of the relations yields a negative
product. Consistency models propose that people are motivated to organize (and, if
necessary, modify) the elements so that the interrelations are consistent.

The proposal of consistency models that people prefer to organize the interrelations
among categorical elements in a consistent pattern (e.g. balanced or consonant)
re¯ects another function of organizationÐto provide coherence. There are other ways
to create a coherent organization and the nature of coherence varies for di�erent kinds
of interrelations. De Soto (1960), for example, found that participants learned
symmetrical relations among pairs of individuals more easily when the relations con-
cerned who did or did not con®de in one another but learned asymmetrical relations
more easily when the relations concerned who did or did not in¯uence one another.

Organizing input information also concerns the issue of how people deal with new
information that is consistent, inconsistent, or irrelevant to their current organized
information. Which kind of information are they more likely to remember? From a
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functional perspective, one would expect that information relevant to previously
organized information would be better remembered than irrelevant information, and
this is indeed the case. It is less clear whether information consistent or inconsistent
with previously stored information should be better remembered. As described
earlier, consistent information maintains coherence. Given this function supported by
previous consistency models, Hastie and Kumar's (1979) ®nding of better memory for
inconsistent information was a surprise. But better memory for inconsistent informa-
tion is also functional because inconsistent information provides new information
that should receive attention, thereby enhancing memory. Recent evidence suggests
that consistent or inconsistent information is better remembered depending on the
function that it serves (e.g. Stangor & Ruble, 1989).

Costs as Well as Bene®ts of Organization

Organizing input information has major bene®ts, such as connecting input to stored
knowledge about related objects or events that allows the perceiver to `go beyond the
information given'. But organizing input information also has costs. One major cost
is that it can result in the perceiver going too far beyond the information given. For
example, when a target person is perceived to be a member of a social category,
attributes associated with the category will be applied to the target person even if he
or she does not possess them (e.g. Secord, Bevan, & Katz, 1956). In addition, by
applying the stereotypic attributes of the social category rather than attending to
individuating attributes of each member, outgroup members are perceived as being
more alike than is in fact the case (e.g. Park & Rothbart, 1982).

Organizing information on the basis of stored knowledge about categories and
their interrelations also facilitates memory for prior events. On the other hand, such
organized information can also produce memory distortions. Spiro (1977), for
example, found that people reconstructed information about the story of a couple so
as to make the success or failure of their relationship reasonable from a balance
theory perspective, and, indeed, were especially con®dent in the accuracy of their
memory distortions. People also use their theories about how life events are temp-
orally organized to reconstruct their own past histories to ®t the current state of their
lives, thus producing memory distortions (see Ross, 1989). Additional costs of
organizing processes are described in the concluding section of this paper.

Explanation

Generally speaking, organization answers questions like `What is it?' or `What's going
on?' The answers to these questions can themselves guide self-regulation. Categoriz-
ing the behavior of a man next to you on the sidewalk as `angry', for example, is
su�cient to motivate avoidance. Other functions are served, however, by proceeding
to follow-up questions such as `Why did that happen?' or `How did that happen?' By
understanding the source of some behavior or event, people can react to it more
appropriately. If you infer that the man near you on the sidewalk is angry at the city
because he tripped on a hole in the sidewalk, then avoiding him is less critical than if
you infer that he is angry at you because he believes you tripped him. Understanding
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how something happened also allows future planning to make something positive
happen again if possible and make something negative not happen again if possible. If
you did trip the man on the sidewalk, understanding how that happened could
suggest ways to prevent it from happening again. Thus, ®nding explanations for what
happens serves additional functions beyond organizing information.

Causal Attributions

The kind of explanation that has received the most attention by social psychologists is
causal attribution. Beginning with Heider's (1958) classic models of causal attribu-
tion, social psychologists have been concerned with the kinds of causal analyses that
people use to explain the actions of themselves and others (see, for example, Bern,
1965; Jones & Davis, 1965; Kelley, 1973; Kruglanski, 1975; Weiner & Kukla, 1970;
for reviews, see Anderson, Krull, & Weiner, 1996; Ross & Fletcher, 1985). Trope
(1986) explicitly distinguished the initial identi®cation stage from the subsequent
causal inference stage and demonstrated that the situation in which an act occurs can
have independent, and even opposite, e�ects at the identi®cation and causal inference
stages.

At the causal inference stage, there has been special interest in the causal analyses
that lead people to attribute an act to a disposition of the actor rather than to
something about the situation in which the act occurred (e.g. the entity to which the
act was directed or the surrounding circumstances). This interest re¯ects the fact that
it is highly functional for future self-regulation, whether the actor is oneself or
someone else, to determine whether the actor is likely to behave in the same way
again. Was this man angry simply because he tripped, which is not likely to happen
again, or is this man the kind of dispositionally angry person who is likely to get angry
again? When people have frequent interaction with someone across a variety of
situations, it is functional to make more situationally contingent dispositional
inferences, such as understanding that this man is the kind of person who gets angry
when in physical pain but not when insulted (see Mischel & Shoda, 1995).

It is not only functional to distinguish between person and situation attributions. It
is also functional to distinguish within each of these kinds of causal attributions. It
matters whether a person's failure on a task was caused by a lack of ability or whether
it was caused by a lack of motivation or e�ort (see, for example, Heider, 1958; Weiner
& Kukla, 1970). For example, training children to attribute their failures on problems
to a lack of e�ort rather than a lack of ability can improve their future performance
(see Dweck, 1975). It also matters whether people attribute their motivation to engage
in some activity to the inherent properties of the activity or to some situational
pressure to engage in the activity. For example, setting conditions that lead children to
attribute their playing some activity to a future award they will receive for doing so
rather than to the inherent fun of playing can undermine their future interest in
playing that activity (see Lepper, Greene, & Nisbett, 1973).

Social Theories

The attribution literature is concerned with people's theories of causality and their use
in drawing inferences about the source of their own or others' actions. Recently, social
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psychologists have begun to examine other kinds of psychological theories that people
possess, such as people's theories about stable and changing personal attributes,
conditions for valid memories or judgments, group attribute clusters, persuasion
processes, and so on ( for a collection of such theories, see Wegener & Petty, 1998).
These theories can also provide explanations for why something happened and these
explanations serve important functions. People's theories about how some situational
factor might have biased their responses can be used to correct that in¯uence, thereby
reducing the bias (see, for example, Martin & Achee, 1992; Wegener and Petty, 1995).
People's theories about the source of their own recollections can be used to improve
recognition memory by better rejecting false alarms (Strack & Bless, 1994).

People also develop theories about speci®c individuals in their lives in order to
understand why they respond to them the way they do. As mentioned earlier with
respect to children and their caretakers, these theories are highly functional because
all individuals need to understand why signi®cant others in their life respond to them
positively or negatively. People infer that others have attitudes about and preferences
for their behaviors ( for developmental reviews, see Harter, 1999; Shantz, 1983).
People infer that others ideally want them to be, or believe they ought to be, a certain
kind of person, and understand that others' responses to them depend on whether
their actions are congruent with or discrepant from these ideals and oughts held for
them. These explanations for why others respond to them as they do become self-
regulatory guides that serve the vital function of ®guring out how to get along in one's
own speci®c social world (see Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Higgins, 1987).

Costs as Well as Bene®ts of Explanation

Whether the target actor is oneself or someone else, having explanations for events
has clear bene®ts. It is highly functional for future self-regulation to determine
whether the actor is likely to behave in the same way again. However, actors'
dispositions and states can be overattributed and misattributed because of perceivers'
processing limitations. The attribution literature, for example, reports a tendency for
people to infer that the source of an observed behavior is a disposition in the actor
that corresponds to the behavior he or she produced rather than the situation in which
the behavior took place (i.e. either the entity toward which the behavior was directed
or the surrounding circumstances). This tendency has been called the `fundamental
attribution error' (Ross, 1977) or the `correspondence bias' (Gilbert & Jones, 1986).
Jones and Harris (1967), for instance, found that participants shown an essay
supporting Fidel Castro judged the author as personally having a favorable attitude
toward Castro even though the participants were told that the author was a member
of a debating team and had been assigned the position by the debating coach.

In another classic attribution study by Schachter and Singer (1962), students
participated in a supposed study on the e�ects of vitamin supplements on vision. The
participants in one condition were injected with epinephrine and were misinformed
about the side e�ects of the drug (e.g. `you will have an itching sensation over parts of
your body'). They then waited for the supposed vision drug to take full e�ect in a
room where they observed another person behaving in an angry or euphoric manner.
Compared to participants in a control condition, these participants were more likely
to express either anger or euphoria like their waiting room partner, apparently
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misattributing the arousal from the drug to their emotions. Subsequent research on
`excitation transfer' further explored such misattribution e�ects. In a study by
Zillmann, Johnson, and Day (1974), for example, the participants were ®rst provoked
by another person, subsequently engaged in strenuous physical exercise, and then
were given the opportunity to retaliate against the person who had provoked them
earlier. The study found that the participants misattributed to their own anger
whatever unexplained arousal remained from the physical exercise, thus increasing the
likelihood of retaliation.

Aboutness

Overattribution and misattribution exemplify how a natural and functional social-
cognitive process can be problematic under certain conditions. When a response
occurs, whether one's own or another person's, it potentially provides the observer
with information to take action. But in order to serve this function, it is necessary for
the observer to represent what the response is about. For example, to take action upon
observing the response of another person it is necessary to represent what that
person's response is about. Simply categorizing another person's facial expression as
`frowning', for instance, provides insu�cient information to take action. To take
action, this person's expression must be represented as being about the circumstances
surrounding its production or the emotional tendencies of the person who produced
it. Perceiving the responses of self or others in the world can only serve their self-
regulatory function of facilitating action if they are represented as being about
something.

It is also reasonable and adaptive for people to assign one meaning to the event, to
represent the response as being about some thing. After all, people's early and
everyday experiences in life concern their own responses to a particular thing, such as
their mother or a favorite toy, and others' responses to them as a particular thing.
Moreover, it is economical to represent responses as being about a single thing. It is
natural, then, for people to assume that an observed response is in relation to a
particular thing and thus to represent each response as being about some thing. It is
also reasonable and useful for people to assume that whatever thing a response is
about is the source of the response. Common everyday experiences involve responses
to objects that are the source of the experience. When smelling a rose, one perceives
the rose as the source of the fragrance one experiences. When a baby girl feels happy
when hugged by her mother, the emotional response is in relation to the mother's hug
and the mother's hug is the source of the response. It is natural, then, for people to
assume that the thing they represent the response as being about is the source of the
response. These natural assumptions can be combined into an aboutness principle.
Several social-cognitive errors and biases can be understood in terms of this principle
(see Higgins, 1998). Consider the attributional problems just discussed.

The tendency to make dispositional attributions may appear to be ubiquitous
because in many studies the participants believe that the study is about an individual
who has performed a certain behavior, and the procedures of the studies typically
promote this perception (see Quattrone, 1982). Thus, the participants are likely to
represent the behavior as being about the actor. According to the aboutness principle,
then, the participants will emphasize the actor as being the source of the behavior
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rather than the situation in which the behavior occurred. The aboutness principle,
however, does not assume that there is some fundamental tendency to infer that the
source of another person's behavior is a disposition corresponding to that behavior.
Depending on additional qualities of the input or theories of the perceiver, perceivers
will represent an actor's behavior as being about either the actor or the situation and
infer that the source of the behavior was either the actor's disposition or situational
forces, respectively. Trope and Liberman's (1996) hypothesis-testing perspective on
inferential processes also assumes that either dispositional or situational biases can
occur depending on what the inference is represented as being about. The same essay,
for example, is more or less likely to be represented as being about the communicator
depending on whether the perceivers are told the communicator composed the essay
or copied the essay, respectively, because this in¯uences whether they represent the
essay as being about the communicator (e.g. Snyder & Jones, 1974).

Turning to the misattribution studies, the participants in the `epinephrine/
misinformed' condition of the Schachter and Singer (1962) study could not represent
their response to epinephrine as being about the drug, and thus they represented it as
being about the emotional situation de®ned by their partner in the waiting room.
They then inferred that the source of their response was the emotion corresponding to
the emotional situation, without taking the drug into account as a source of their
response. In the Zillmann et al. (1974) study, those participants who had some time to
recover from their exercise before re-meeting their provoker quite naturally repre-
sented all of their arousal, including the arousal remaining from the exercise, as being
about their anger at the provoker. They then inferred that the source of their response
was their anger at the provoker's prior behavior to them, producing retaliation,
without taking their exercise into account as a source of their response.

Knowledge Activation

In order to categorize something one has observed happen or explain why it
happened, it is necessary to activate some stored knowledge that relates to the event.
Thus, knowledge activation plays a critical role in social cognition. Social psycho-
logists have been concerned with the principles that underlie knowledge activation for
a long time (e.g. Bruner, 1957b; Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977; Krech & Crutch®eld,
1948; Smith, 1990; Taylor & Fiske, 1978; Wyer & Srull, 1986). Based on a review of
this extensive literature, I recently proposed a conceptual framework for considering
how stored knowledge is activated (Higgins, 1996). To begin with, knowledge cannot
be activated or brought to mind unless it is present in memory. `Availability' refers to
whether or not some particular knowledge is actually stored in memory. Availability
is a necessary condition for accessibility. Information can be stored in memory, i.e. be
`available', but not be easily retrieved or `accessible'. Accessibility can be de®ned as
the activation potential of available knowledge.

Accessibility

The accessibility of stored knowledge has been shown to increase when it has been
recently primed or frequently primed (see, for example, Higgins et al., 1977; Srull &
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Wyer, 1979). This is functional because higher accessibility makes it easier to activate
stored knowledge, and one would want stored knowledge that is related to a recent or
frequent event in one's environment to be easy to activate again given that its recency
or frequency makes it more likely that it will reappear. Recent or frequent evaluation
of objects also increases the accessibility of the association between the object and the
evaluation, which is functional because exposure to the object quickly activates
whether to approach or avoid it (see Fazio, 1986). Stored knowledge that relates to
events which are highly valued or are expected to occur also have higher accessibility
(e.g. Bruner, 1957b). This is also functional because one would want stored know-
ledge that relates to things one's values in the environment or that one predicts will
occur in the future to be accessible. Because individuals vary in the frequency of their
exposure to di�erent events, in their values, and in their expectancies, it would be
functional for there to be individual di�erences in the kinds of knowledge that are
chronically high in accessibility. Indeed, there are such individual di�erences in
chronic accessibility and they have been shown to in¯uence impressions and memory
of the behaviors of target persons ( for a review, see Higgins, 1996).

Applicability

Accessibility of stored knowledge prior to stimulus presentation is not the only
variable that in¯uences the likelihood that some stored knowledge will be activated.
The `®t' between the stored knowledge and the presented stimulus is also important
(Bruner, 1957b). Like `®t', applicability refers to the relation between the features of
some stored knowledge and the attended features of a stimulus (where the features are
typically categorical in nature) (see Higgins, 1996). The greater is the overlap between
the features of some stored knowledge and the attended features of a stimulus, the
greater is the applicability of the knowledge to the stimulus and the greater is the
likelihood that the knowledge will be activated in the presence of the stimulus. An
important dimension distinguishing among di�erent types of applicability, such as
unambiguous versus ambiguous versus vague, is the extent of overlap there is between
the features of a stored construct and the attended features of the stimulus. It would
be functional for stored knowledge to be activated more easily when it is more clearly
applicable to a stimulus, and this is indeed the case (e.g. Higgins et al., 1997; Higgins
& Brendl, 1995; Srull & Wyer, 1979).

Because both accessibility and applicability contribute to knowledge activation,
strong accessibility can compensate for weak applicability (Higgins & Brendl, 1995).
This activation rule has a long history. Wertheimer, for example, proposed that past
experience `®lls in' information missing in external stimuli (see Heidbreder, 1933).
More speci®cally, a higher excitation level from stronger accessibility can compensate
for a decreased contribution to excitation level from lower applicability. Higgins and
Brendl (1995) found that even when a stimulus description was extremely vague, that
is, very weakly related to `conceited', the target person's behaviors yielded `conceited'-
related spontaneous impressions when the accessibility of the construct `conceited'
was maximized. This assimilation e�ect of accessibility on judgment occurs because
applicability under normal circumstances contributes substantially to knowledge
activation. People naturally assume that a category comes to mind in the presence of a
stimulus because the stimulus is a member of the category. This is a reasonable and
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adaptive assumption. Indeed, a loss of this assumption would create an existential
crisis.

Salience

The concept of salience can be used to capture the notion that not all of the features
of a stimulus receive equal attention at any point in time. The salient features of a
stimulus event are those features that receive selective attention, those features that
draw, grab, or hold attention relative to alternative features (see McArthur, 1981;
Taylor & Fiske, 1978). This property of salience concerns focal attentionÐselecting
one object or set of features in a stimulus event for examination, rather than
alternatives, prior to knowing what that object or set of features might represent (see
Neisser, 1967). To distinguish salience from accessibility, it is important to restrict it
to something about a stimulus event that occurs upon exposure (with no prior set)
and draws attention selectively to a speci®c aspect of the event. Newcomb, Turner,
and Converse (1965) described salient information as information at the forefront of
perceivers' conscious thought that is prompted by the immediate situation in which
they ®nd themselves. By in¯uencing which features of the stimulus event are
attended, salience in¯uences applicability and plays an important role in knowledge
activation.

An object or event can be salient because of its prominence or comparative
distinctiveness. Classic early studies revealed that bright, moving, or `complex' objects
were more likely to draw attention selectively (e.g. Berlyne, 1958). McArthur and Post
(1977) found that the behavior of an actor was attributed more to situational causes
when that actor's interaction partner ( functioning as the situation) was relatively
salient by being made brighter or more complex or by moving (see also Taylor &
Fiske, 1975). McGuire and Padawer-Singer (1976) found that an elementary school
child was more likely to include a particular personal attribute (e.g. green eyes, foreign
birthplace) in his or her spontaneous self-description when that attribute, within the
context of that child's classroom, was relatively distinctive ( for a review of this
literature, see Higgins, 1996). It is important for both security and information gain to
pay attention to novelty and di�erences in the environment. Therefore, the in¯uence
of salience on which attributes receive attention, and thus which knowledge is
activated, is functional for learning about the social world.

Costs as Well as Bene®ts of Knowledge Activation

Knowledge activation plays a critical role in social cognition because in order to
categorize something one has observed happen or explain why it happened it is
necessary to activate some stored knowledge that relates to the event. Higher
accessibility makes it easier to activate stored knowledge, and one would want stored
knowledge that is related to a recent or frequent event in one's environment, or that
relates to events which are highly valued or are expected to occur, to be easy to
activate again. Higher accessibility also has costs, however. Monitoring unwanted
thoughts in order to suppress them can itself increase their accessibility, thereby
making the thoughts more rather than less likely to reappear in the future (see, for
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example, Wegner & Erber, 1992). Simply beginning hypothesis testing or problem
solving with a speci®c hypothesis or anchor as a starting point primes stored
knowledge selectively, thereby biasing the process and ®nal conclusion (see Bassok &
Trope, 1984; Mussweiler & Strack, 1999).

Biasing e�ects of accessibility can also be understood in terms of the aboutness
principle. In the Higgins et al. (1977) study, for example, the participants were initially
exposed to one or another set of trait-related constructs as an incidental part of a
study on color naming and then later participated in a reading comprehension task
where they were asked to characterize the ambiguous behaviors of a target person.
The study found that the participants tended to use whichever trait construct had
been primed in the color naming task to categorize the target person's behavior in the
subsequent `reading comprehension' task. Because the input behaviors were actually
ambiguous, assimilating them to either primed trait was a biased judgment.

It would be natural for perceivers categorizing a behavior to represent their
response to the behavior, i.e. their categorization, as being about the behavior. The
perceivers would then infer that the source of their categorization was simply the
behavioral information itself. The problem with this inference is that the behavioral
information is only one source of perceivers' categorizations. Indeed, if the stimulus
information were the only source of categorization the perceivers should categorize
the behavior in an ambiguous manner. But only a small minority of perceivers in
these studies categorize the behavior in an ambiguous, or even quali®ed, manner.

By not taking prior accessibility into account su�ciently, perceivers give too much
credit to the stimulus information as the source of their categorization. This mistake,
moreover, can create additional problems because the categorization itself is used
later in other judgments and decisions as if it were based solely on the stimulus
information. Perceivers' own personal attitudes toward the target person, for
example, are in¯uenced by their previous categorizations as if those categorizations
were simply objective summaries of the target person behaviors. Thus, perceivers
exposed to identical behaviors of a target person, but di�ering in which of their
stored constructs has higher accessibility, will later express di�erent attitudes toward
the person re¯ecting their di�erent categorizations that presumably were based only
on the target person behaviors (see Higgins et al., 1977). The importance of about-
ness for accessibility biases has become even clearer recently from studies where
perceivers become aware that the priming events might have in¯uenced their response
to the target person behaviors. Studies have found that priming does not necessarily
produce judgments assimilated to the accessible constructs when perceivers are aware
of the priming events and thus can represent their response as being about the
priming events rather than about the behavior (e.g. Martin, 1986; Newman &
Uleman, 1990).

The in¯uence of salience on which attributes receive attention is also functional
because it is important for both security and information gain to pay attention to
novelty and di�erences in the environment. Salience from prominence or distinctive-
ness can also have costs, however. For example, members of minority groups within a
community are relatively distinctive. Likewise, negative behaviors are distinctive
because they tend to be less common. The minority group/negative behavior com-
bination, then, is likely to receive the most attention and to be perceived as having the
strongest co-occurrence. Indeed, Hamilton and Gi�ord (1976) found that such
salience can produce this kind of `illusory correlation'.
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Knowledge Use

Activated knowledge is not necessarily used. Social psychologists have become
increasingly interested in the conditions that determine when activated knowledge will
or will not be used.

Automaticity

One condition that has received considerable attention recently is whether the
processing is automatic or controlled ( for reviews, see Bargh, 1989, 1996; Wegner &
Bargh, 1998). Activated knowledge is more likely to be used when processing is
relatively automatic. For example, people can be aware that a prior priming event
may have contributed to activation of the prime-related knowledge and thus attempt
to control its in¯uence (see Martin, 1986), but they are not aware that the chronic
accessibility of the stored knowledge could also have contributed to knowledge
activation and thus do not attempt to control its in¯uence. Thus, chronic accessibility
is more likely to have e�ects that involve automatic processing (e.g. Bargh & Pratto,
1986; Bargh & Thein, 1985) and to contribute to activating knowledge that is used
(see Higgins & Brendl, 1995).

Automaticity develops for functional reasons. Because of regularities in their
world, individuals are exposed repeatedly to similar events that activate particular
knowledge units. It is e�cient for individuals to process such regularities quickly and
e�ortlessly, without the need for slower and more e�ortful controlled processing.
When an event is novel or di�erent in some way or the perceiver recognizes the
possibility of biased processing, then it is functional to initiate controlled processing
that might result in activated knowledge not being used (see Bargh, 1996).

Judged Usability

When controlled processing is initiated, another condition in¯uencing whether
activated knowledge will or will not be used is the judged usability of the activated
knowledge (see Higgins, 1996). There is substantial evidence that perceivers' judg-
ment of the relevance or appropriateness of particular information for their response
can determine their use of the information (see, for example, Kruglanski, Friedland,
& Farkash, 1984; Sherman & Corty, 1984; Stapel & Winkielman, 1998). Variables
that in¯uence judged usability include apparent causal signi®cance (e.g. Ajzen, 1977),
framing of a task or problem (e.g. Trope & Ginossar, 1986), conversational norms
(e.g. Strack, Martin, & Schwarz, 1988), perceived representativeness (e.g. Zukier &
Pepitone, 1984), and entitlement to judge (e.g. Croizet & Fiske, in press; Yzerbyt,
Schadron, Leyens, & Rocher, 1994). When a situation permits controlled processing,
for example, non-prejudiced persons may suppress the use of stereotypes that have
been automatically activated by information about a social category member (e.g.
Devine, 1989). In addition, attending more to the individuating attributes of a target
person because his or her social category membership is contextually salient could
suppress the use of activated stereotypes that are less accurate (e.g. McCann, Ostrom,
Tyner, & Mitchell, 1985). When people's awareness of priming events is increased,
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they are more likely to judge as inappropriate using the primed knowledge to
categorize the input and are less likely to do so (e.g. Martin, 1986). Controlling the use
of irrelevant, inappropriate, and even biased knowledge that happens to be activated
is clearly functional.

Expectancies

Activating and using knowledge also serves the function of anticipating future events,
which can bene®t planning. This function has received the most attention by social
psychologists in the form of research on the e�ects of expectancies ( for a review, see
Olson, Roese, & Zanna, 1996). From Lewin's `level of aspiration' (e.g. Lewin,
Dembo, Festinger, & Sears, 1944) to Kelley's (1950) labelling e�ects to Fishbein and
Ajzen's (1975) attitude-related expectancies, there has been a long history of social
psychologists studying how expectancies in¯uence social behavior. Expectancies can
themselves be a source of selective attention and accessibility, thereby contributing to
knowledge activation (see Olson et al., 1996). Expectancies play a major role in
evaluation and assessment, and in allocation of personal resources. Expectancies are
combined with value judgments to motivate activity engagement (e.g. Atkinson, 1964;
Bandura, 1986) and to facilitate decision making ( for a review, see Ajzen, 1996).
Expectancies are used in counterfactual thinking (e.g. Kahneman &Miller, 1986) and
in hypothesis-testing more generally ( for a review, see Trope & Liberman, 1996).
Expectancies are also used to regulate one's interactions with other people and with
one's environment (e.g. Kelley & Stahelski, 1970).

Costs as Well as Bene®ts of Knowledge Use

The principles of knowledge use have many bene®ts. Automaticity, for example, is
functional because it is e�cient for individuals to process regularities in their
environment quickly and e�ortlessly, without the need for slower and more e�ortful
controlled processing. But automaticity has costs as well. It can occur outside of
conscious control and produces unrecognized biases in judgments, memory, and
decisions. Perceivers' chronically accessible constructs, for example, can bias their
impressions of other people, causing them to see clearly attributes when the evidence
for them is vague or ambiguous and not see other attributes when the evidence for
them is clear ( for a review, see Higgins, 1996).

Controlled processing has the bene®t of initiating procedures to suppress such
inappropriate use of accessible knowledge. But controlled processing also has costs.
To begin with, controlled or deliberate processing depletes mental resources more
than automatic processing, which reduces what else can receive attention (see Bargh,
1996). There are also more subtle costs of controlled processing. As mentioned earlier,
for example, when people are aware that earlier priming events might bias their
current perceptions, they judge that using the primed knowledge to categorize the
input is inappropriate and do not assimilate the input to the accessible knowledge
(e.g. Martin, 1986). But such suppression does not produce accurate judgments of the
ambiguous target behaviors. Rather, it produces a contrast e�ect in which people
contrast the input to the accessible knowledge ( for a review, see Higgins, 1996). If the
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input was ambiguously persistent/stubborn, for instance, and `persistent' was the
prime, they judge the input as `stubborn'. By suppressing the prime-related alterna-
tive, the perceivers have simply made the alternative more accessible. Such contrast
e�ects from controlled processing are just as biased as the assimilation e�ects from
automatic processing.

It should be noted more generally that it is always di�cult, and to some extent
impossible, to calibrate exactly how much correction is needed to control a potential
bias or which alternative information the controlled process should introduce. Thus,
there will always be some costs when controlled processing is used to eliminate
automatic biases. As another example of this, consider someone trying to control
automatic evaluative biases by consciously considering the reasons for his or her
evaluations. Although this sounds like a good idea, in fact such controlled processing
can actually produce less functional preferences and decisions than the automatic
evaluations (e.g. Wilson & Schooler, 1991).

Detailed and extensive consideration of all the information available in an input
also requires controlled processing. When individuals' information processing
capacity is low (e.g. high-load conditions) or their motivation is low (e.g. low
personal involvement), then they might use shortcuts or strategic aids to simplify the
judgmental or decision task. Such heuristics have the bene®t of saving energy and
mental resources. But they also have costs ( for a review, see Nisbett & Ross, 1980). As
just one example, people have subjective experiences of knowledge activation, such as
whether it was easy or di�cult. In addition, people have theories about these
subjective experiences and draw inferences from them; i.e. they have meta-cognitions
about accessibility experiences (see Strack, 1992). The now classic `availability
heuristic' of Tversky and Kahneman (1973) is one such meta-cognition. The more
easily instances of some knowledge class can be activated or brought to mind (i.e. the
higher the `availability' of class instances), the higher the judged frequency or
likelihood of that class. This is a reasonable heuristic because typically more frequent
or likely class instances are more accessible. But this is not always the case. Something
can be more easily activated for reasons other than its frequency, such as being
recently primed or being part of a simpler task, producing erroneous inferences about
frequency (e.g. Gabrielchik & Fazio, 1984; Schwarz, Bless, Strack, Klumpp,
Rittenauer-Schatka, & Simons, 1991).

PRINCIPLES OF THE SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF COGNITION

This section describes principles of the social psychology of cognition. How is
individuals' learning in¯uenced by the social world around them? What are the
bene®ts and costs of taking others into account when learning about the world?
People learn about what matters in the world through their associations with others.
To survive in the social world, individuals need to become part of a social world of
norms, roles, identities, and so on that connect them to others and permit mutual
understandings and collaborative interactions. This second section reviews some
general principles of how learning takes place through associating with othersÐ
shared reality, role enactment, social positions and identities, and internal audiences. As
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in the previous section, both the essential bene®ts and potential costs of each principle
are considered to illustrate the inherent trade-o�s of each principle.

Shared Reality

Festinger (1950) stated that beliefs, attitudes, and opinions vary in the extent to which
there is physical evidence for them. Because a belief or opinion is rarely supported by
incontrovertible physical reality, the basis for holding most beliefs and opinions is
social reality, the fact that others share the belief or opinion:

. . . where the dependence upon physical reality is low, the dependence upon
social reality is correspondingly high. An opinion, a belief, an attitude is
`correct', `valid', and `proper' to the extent that it is anchored in a group of
people with similar beliefs, opinions, and attitudes (Festinger, 1950, p. 272).

The very nature of most of our reality, then, is social. The reality of our subjective
meanings is anchored in the fact that others share the reality. One may conceptualize
the social reality described by Festinger (1950) more broadly as not only beliefs,
attitudes, and opinions anchored in others sharing the reality but also as any
knowledge or feeling that is formed or transformed by taking others into account (see
Hardin & Higgins, 1996). The classic example of such shared reality is the norm
formation studied by Sherif (1935, 1936).

Sherif (1935, 1936) had individuals in a completely dark room estimate the
movement of a point of light that, although actually stationary, appears objectively to
move in di�erent directions and amounts by di�erent individuals (the autokinetic
e�ect). Sherif found that when individuals gave their estimates in a group, they slowly
abandoned their initially disparate judgments and converged on a mutually shared
estimate of the light's apparent direction and amount of movement. The individuals'
own private judgments were also in¯uenced by this `social norm'. Jacobs and
Campbell (1961) found, moreover, that such arbitrary social norms are maintained
even when the original members of a group are replaced, one at a time, by new
participants who are themselves later replaced, lasting over several `generations'.

In a study involving social stimuli, Back (1951) had participants ®rst interpret a set
of pictures alone, then meet in either high cohesive or low cohesive dyads to discuss
and compare each subject's narrative interpretation, and then interpret the pictures a
second time alone. The participants in the high cohesive dyads changed their ®nal
private interpretations more toward their partner's interpretation than did subjects in
the low cohesive dyads. A similar kind of group in¯uence on narrative consensus has
also been found in jury decision making (see Hastie, Penrod, & Pennington, 1983).
Studies of group in¯uences on judgments have remained a major area of social
psychology since the 1950s. A review of the evidence suggests that individuals who
conform in social in¯uence studies generally continue to conform, at least to some
extent, when they are alone and anonymous; rarely is there mere compliance (see
Moscovici, 1985).

One of Asch's great contributions to social cognition was his suggestion that the
evaluation of an input can change when the context changes not because the same
referential object is evaluated di�erently but because the referential object itself has
changed; i.e. there has been a change in meaning (see Asch, 1948, 1952). For
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example, people may interpret the underlying nature of someone's problem by
considering how others respond to it (e.g. Latane & Darley, 1969). Thus, someone's
`problem', including physical pain, becomes a social reality and not just a physical
reality.

People also take others into account in the process of social comparison. People
will use other people's responses and beliefs as a basis for judging themselves and
others. Festinger (1954), for example, described how people compare their perfor-
mance to others' performance in order to assess their ability (see also Hyman's, 1942,
discussion of the use of reference groups as factual standards). Schachter (1959)
suggested that people are motivated to be with other people in order to use their
a�ective responses to a shared event as a basis for evaluating their own feelings. As
mentioned earlier, Schachter and Singer (1962) proposed that people will use the
behavior of others in the immediate situation even to identify which emotion they are
experiencing. Indeed, the notion that people use information about others to make
judgments was included in most attribution theories (e.g. Heider, 1958; Jones &
Davis, 1965; Kelley, 1967; Weiner & Kukla, 1970).

Costs as Well as Bene®ts of Shared Reality

In order to survive in the social world individuals need to become part of a shared
reality of norms, roles, identities, and so on that connect them to others and permit
mutual understandings and collaborative interactions. The reality of our subjective
meanings is anchored in the fact that others share the reality (see also Smith &
Mackie, 1995). The fact that social veri®cation transforms subjective experiences into
objective realities has costs as well as bene®ts. Brown (1958, 1965) suggested that the
essential problem with stereotypes was not so much that there were inaccurate
generalizations but that they were ethnocentric (see also Wittenbrink, Hilton, & Gist,
1998). Attributes contained in stereotypes, such as `superstitious' or `dirty', are more
evaluative than they are descriptive, and as evaluations they assume that the standards
of one's ingroup are objective. Because one's own subjective preferences and values
have been veri®ed by other ingroup members, one acts as if they have the status of
objective truth. Anything di�erent, then, is evaluated negatively. A related cost of
shared reality is that by belonging to an ingroup whose members agree with one
another and prize their similarity, di�erences with outgroup members are accentuated
(see, for example, Brewer, 1991; Tajfel, Flament, Billig, & Bundy, 1971). Because
these di�erences include perceived values and goals, shared reality within ingroups
increases the likelihood of con¯ict with outgroups. Additional costs of shared reality
are described in the concluding section of this paper.

Role Enactment

As mentioned earlier, action is `social' when its meaning and orientation take
account of other people. Role enactment is a quintessential example of `social'
action. Role expectations is the conceptual link between social structure and role
enactment. As de®ned by Sarbin and Allen (1968), role expectations `are comprised
of the rights and privileges, the duties and obligations, of any occupant of a social
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position in relation to persons occupying other positions in the social structure'
(p. 497). Sarbin and Allen (1968) also point out that role expectations operate as
imperatives concerning a person's cognitions as well as his or her conduct during
role enactment.

Thus, role enactment is social action that can in¯uence meaning in ways that are
appropriate to the role function. In a study by Jones and deCharms (1958), for
example, naval air cadets heard a tape-recorded interview between a psychologist and
a former prisoner of war who had signed Communist propaganda statements. One
group of participants was assigned the role of members of a judicial board of inquiry
who were to decide what the formal charges should be, another group was assigned
the role of members of a medical±psychological board of review empowered to
determine why the prisoner did what he did, and a third group was assigned the role
of potential friend of the prisoner. The study found that participants' personality
judgments of the target based on the same input information varied markedly, in a
direction consistent with the role that they had been assigned. Just preparing for role
enactment can also in¯uence how information is encoded. Zajonc (1960) found, for
example, that even prior to the communication taking place, participants assigned the
role of `transmitter' of information represent input information in a more uni®ed and
organized way than participants assigned the role of `recipient', a di�erence appro-
priate to the di�erent role functions.

Role assignment can in¯uence memory as well as encoding of input information
(e.g. Anderson & Pichert, 1978). Indeed, memory itself can constitute a role. Wegner
(1986) describes how established groups, such as social organizations or couples, save
mental resources by assigning members to di�erent memory roles in which each
member has the responsibility to remember events and facts in particular life domains
(e.g. `®nancial'; `family'). Even reasoning can be in¯uenced by role enactment. For
example, Zukier and Pepitone (1984) assigned subjects either to the role of `scientist'
or to the role of `clinical counselor' before reading target person information and
receiving base rate information. Consistent with their di�erent role functions,
participants in the role of scientist were much more likely to use the base rate
information than participants in the role of clinical counselor.

Successful role enactment requires taking into account the normative expectations
and standards of others. Role-taking more generally involves responding as a
function of inferences concerning how others will or would respond. Role-taking is a
fundamental process underlying all social interaction (Mead, 1934). It is a funda-
mental aspect of interpersonal communication ( for a review, see Krauss & Fussell,
1996). A basic rule of interpersonal communication, for example, is that communi-
cators should take recipients' knowledge and attitudes into account when formulating
their message. Communicators take their audience into account in order to maximize
dyadic outcomes or `task' goals, such as referential accuracy (see Fussell and Krauss,
1989). In a classic study by Krauss, Vivekananthan, and Weinheimer (1968), for
example, female undergraduates named color chips either with themselves in mind as
the future audience for the names (private message) or with some other female
undergraduate in mind as the future audience for the names (social message). In a
subsequent referential task in which participants had to select the correct color chip
referent for each name they were given, referential accuracy was better for social
message names than private message names (except for participants given their own
private messages).

Social cognition 23

Copyright # 2000 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 30, 3±39 (2000)



Costs as Well as Bene®ts of Role Enactment

E�ective and e�cient social interaction requires a mutual understanding between
interacting partners of the responsibilities associated with each role enactment. By
each person enacting his or her role appropriately, the interaction will proceed
smoothly and e�ciently. But there are costs of role enactment as well. One cost is that
roles will be enacted without su�cient consideration of the non-role implications of
the enactment. A classic example is individuals enacting the role of teacher under the
supervision of a learning expert with insu�cient concern for the non-learning
consequences to the person enacting the role of learner (e.g. Milgram, 1974). Another
cost is that knowing the rules of appropriate role enactment can bias inferences about
the meaning of some act, such as the maxims of conversation biasing how informa-
tion presented by an experimenter is used by a participant in a study (e.g. Schwarz,
Strack, Hilton, & Naderer, 1991).

Role enactment also has unintended social-cognitive consequences for the actor,
such as in¯uencing both one's actions and one's interpretation of them. Ross,
Amabile, & Steinmetz (1977), for example, assigned one member of each pair of
participants to play the role of `questioner' and the other member of the pair to play
the role of `contestant' in a `question and answer' game. The `questioner' role
permitted the actor to ask challenging questions that displayed esoteric knowledge
whereas the `contestant' role caused most actors to display a lack of such knowledge.
The `contestant' participants, however, did not take into account su�ciently how
their role assignment in¯uenced their ability to demonstrate their general knowledge,
and they evaluated themselves more negatively than did the questioners.

E�ective and e�cient interpersonal communication also requires role enactment,
and a basic rule is that communicators should take recipients' knowledge and
attitudes into account when formulating their message. In a study by Higgins and
Rholes (1978), for example, participants read an essay describing the behaviors of a
target person, Donald, and then communicated their impressions of him to an
audience who they believed liked or disliked him. Enacting their communicator role
appropriately, the participants tailored their message to suit their audience's attitude
by both deleting unambiguous behaviors that were attitude discrepant and
disambiguating ambiguous behaviors in the direction of the attitude. This role
enactment, however, had unintended costs to the accuracy of the participants own
memory for the original essay. The study found that the communicators' own
memory of Donald's behaviors became increasingly consistent with their message
about him over a two-week period. That is, the communicators over time believed
what they had said about him rather than what they had read about him.

This `saying is believing' phenomenon can also be understood in terms of the
aboutness principle. When communicators produce a message on some topic, it
would be natural for them to represent their message responses as being about the
topic (i.e. Donald). According to the aboutness principle, these communicators
would then infer that the source of their summaries was Donald's characteristics as
re¯ected in his behaviors. This would not be a problem if the source of the summaries
was just Donald's characteristics as re¯ected in his behaviors. But this is not the case.
The audience to whom the message was directed was another important source of the
message summaries. By not taking this additional source of the message summaries
into account su�ciently, communicators who read exactly the same information
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about Donald, but communicated to di�erent audiences, had very di�erent
recollections (and evaluations) of him two weeks later.

Social Positions and Identities

A social position is any socially recognized category of actor. When people ascribe a
social position to someone, they expect particular attributes of that person and tend
to behave toward that person on the premise of these expectations (see Stryker &
Statham, 1985). Some social positions, such as the social roles already discussed,
involve normative expectations (i.e. beliefs about duties and obligations) and carry
sanctions. Other social positions involve probabilistic expectancies and carry no
sanctions. In these cases, there are attributes that people are expected to possess
simply because they are members of some social category.

Even when target persons do not initially possess the attributes of their ascribed
social position, they are perceived and responded to as if they did possess them. These
responses in turn can ultimately cause the persons to behave in a manner consistent
with the attribute expectancies. This `self-ful®lling prophecy' (see Merton, 1957) can
have bene®ts for the target person when the assigned position involves positive
attributes. For example, in a classic study by Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968), teachers
at the beginning of the school year were led to categorize some of their students as
`potential late bloomers', thus producing the expectation that these students would
excel if given the appropriate support and guidance. These students, in fact, were
randomly selected and did not di�er from their fellow students. Nevertheless, the
school performance of these students improved over time more than that of the other
students. Social positions have the societal function of in¯uencing expectancies that
shape social interactions in ways that support ful®llment of the attributes society
desires. Consistent with this, there is evidence that self-ful®lling prophecies are more
likely to occur when the perceiver has power over the target than the reverse (see
Darley & Fazio, 1980).

When people are assigned social positions by others, they sometimes appropriate
the terms of the placement for themselves (see Stryker & Statham, 1985). Such
internalized positional designations are called `social identities'. Although social roles
often become social identities, these two types of social positions are distinct. An
individual can enact a particular role but not identify with it, or an individual can
identify with a social position that involves no role responsibilities (e.g. being `short').
Activation of social identities can also in¯uence people's actions and subjective
meanings.

In a classic study by Charters and Newcomb (1952), for example, Catholic
students' social identity as Catholics was activated by creating group compositions
that were religiously homogeneous, and this activation shifted the students' personal
opinions toward orthodox Catholic beliefs. Frable, Blackstone, and Scherbaum
(1990) found that individuals with (invisible) social identities that are statistically
unusual and centrally de®ning (e.g. bisexual; wealthy) will process a dyadic inter-
action di�erently than will their `normal' partner, tending to role-take more often and
to remember spontaneously more detailed information about the surroundings of the
interaction. The establishment of social identities, even prior to contact between
groups or based simply on minimal group di�erences, also increase perceptions that
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members of `other' social identities are dissimilar to fellow members of one's own
social identities and similar to one another (see, for example, Hensley & Duval, 1976;
Sherif & Sherif, 1969; Tajfel, 1981; Wilder, 1981).

Costs as Well as Bene®ts of Social Positions and Identities

Social interaction is facilitated when people ascribe a social position to someone,
expect particular attributes of that person, and behave toward that person on the
premise of these expectations. Moreover, when the expectancies are positive these
expectancies can produce self-ful®lling prophecies that bene®t the target person. But
self-ful®lling prophecies can have costs as well when the expectancies are negative. An
experimental study by Word, Zanna, and Cooper (1974), for example, found that the
nonverbal behavior of whites was less personal and friendly when interviewing black
than white job applicants, and when white job applicants were later interviewed by
confederates using the `black target' interview style they performed worse in the
interview than white applicants who received the `white target' style.

Individuals' expectations about others' acceptance or rejection of them also plays a
critical function in social relationships (e.g. Bowlby, 1969, 1973). When individuals
ascribe to others the social position of romantic partner, they expect that person to
behave towards them in particular ways. These expectations have costs when
perceivers are rejection sensitive. For example, Downey, Freitas, Michaelis, and
Khouri (1998) found in a ®eld study that high rejection sensitive people expected their
partner to reject them, perceived rejection more during con¯ict situations, and reacted
negatively to their partner as a response to the perceived rejection. This pattern
produced a self-ful®lling prophecy because their partner became more rejecting after
receiving the negative reaction, with the ultimate result that high rejection sensitive
people's relationships were more likely to break up.

Internal Audiences

The beliefs, opinions, preferences, and values of one's signi®cant others can become a
basis for self-regulation. This in¯uence of signi®cant others as internal audiences can
be quite broad (see, for example, Schlenker, 1985). In some cases, the signi®cant
others may be the members of a social category. Such reference groups can function
to provide a person with a set of norms or values that he or she believes is shared by
members of the reference group (see Merton & Kitt, 1952; Newcomb, 1952). A social
identity group is a reference group in which one is an accepted member. There are
other reference groups to which a person does not belong that nevertheless provide
the person with norms or values. People may be motivated to meet these standards
(positive reference groups) or avoid meeting these standards (negative reference
groups). An early study by Siegel and Siegel (1957) distinguished between the
in¯uence of membership groups and the in¯uence of reference groups on attitudes.
All ®rst-year female students wanted to be in a particular residence in their second
year. By chance (a lottery), some got into this residence (membership group) and the
rest did not (non-membership group). Among those who did not get in, some wanted
to get into the residence in their third year (reference group) and the rest did not
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(non-reference group). Siegel and Siegel found that both membership group and
reference group in the second year in¯uenced attitude change from the ®rst to the
second year (as compared to the non-membership/non-reference group).

Internal or imaginary audiences can also be individuals such as your parents, best
friends, spouse, or boss. For example, in a study supposedly on `visualizing scenes and
people', Baldwin and Holmes (1987) tested whether activating alternative internal
audiences would in¯uence people's subsequent responses to a sexually permissive
essay. Undergraduate female subjects visualized either two campus associates or two
older members of their family, with the former being more sexually permissive than
the latter. The participants liked the sexually permissive essay more when the internal
audience was their campus associates, and they were not aware of being in¯uenced by
previously visualizing this audience.

Internal audiences are audiences that need not be present in the immediate context
to impact on subjective meaning because their viewpoint has been internalized. There
are also non-internalized social audiences that can in¯uence meaning without being
present in the immediate context. Such `anticipated audiences' in¯uence people's
current responses and information processing in an adaptive manner that suits the
audience. Grace (1951) found that anticipating the sex of the audience to whom a list
of male- and female-related objects would later be reported in¯uenced the order in
which subjects recalled the objects. In the classic Zimmerman and Bauer (1956) study,
communicators who anticipated summarizing information on an issue for an
audience with a particular opinion on the issue recalled the information in a direction
consistent with their audience's opinion. The literature on anticipatory attitude
change has also shown that changing attitudes in anticipation of an audience can
produce a persistent change in meaning ( for a review, see Cialdini & Petty, 1981).

Costs as Well as Bene®ts of Internal Audiences

Taking the beliefs, opinions, preferences, and values of one's signi®cant others into
account in one's self-regulation has essential bene®ts for the maintenance of these
critical relationships. It can also have self-evaluative costs, however. When people fail
to meet a standard that a signi®cant other holds for them, they su�er emotionally (e.g.
Baldwin, Carrell, & Lopez, 1990; Higgins, 1987). Moreover, although transference of
lessons learned in previous relationships is bene®cial in guiding current relationships,
it can also be costly because attributes of signi®cant others can be transferred that do
not actually apply to the current target of transference. In a direct test of how
representations of signi®cant others in¯uence memory for novel persons, Andersen
and Cole (1990) tested students' recognition memory for features of four ®ctional
characters they read about. False recognition of features not possessed by these novel
persons was much more likely for features possessed by a student's signi®cant other
than for features possessed by a student's non-signi®cant other.

CONCLUSIONS

Social cognition is concerned with the learning that is about associations with others
and the learning that takes place in association with others. In both cases, the learning
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concerns what matters when associating with others. The cognition of social psych-
ology emphasizes the cognitive principles involved in learning about social objectsÐ
the fact that the object of what is learned is the social world. The social psychology of
cognition emphasizes the social principles that provide the context of learning about
the worldÐthe fact that where the learning takes place is in the social world. Social-
cognitive principles exist because they are adaptive, even necessary, for human
survival. They are natural principles. They provide essential bene®ts to self-regulation
and social regulation. By considering the bene®ts of social-cognitive principles, social
cognition provides a unique perspective on what it means to be human. But this is not
the whole story. These same natural principles also have self-regulatory and social
regulatory costs. By considering the inherent costs of social-cognitive principles,
social cognition provides a unique perspective on what it means to be `only human'.

Without the cognitive principles of organization, explanation, knowledge activa-
tion and use, there would not be the social learning that allows people to predict and
plan and control their actions as part of e�ective and e�cient self-regulation in
relation to others. Without the social principles of role enactment, social positions
and identities, internal audiences, and shared reality more generally, individuals
would not have the mutual understandings and common knowledge that allows them
to take each other into account as part of e�ective and e�cient social interaction. As
we have seen, however, each of these bene®cial principles also has costs.

The costs of social cognition have fascinated psychologists throughout this century.
Psychologists' fascination has derived in part from their being surprised to observe
social-cognitive errors in rational people and in part from their being concerned with
the problems produced by such errors. Historically, there have been three major
perspectives on the source of such errors. The classic psychodynamic perspective is
that errors arise from the con¯icts among di�erent self-regulatory systems. A rational
executive (Ego) has to deal with both unconscious pleasure-seeking impulses (Id) and
societal demands (Superego) that can also be unrealistic (e.g. Freud, 1950/1920, 1961/
1923). The functioning of the Ego is not problematic, but the con¯icting motives of
the Id and the Superego are problematic. The notion that endogenous impulses and
exogenous pressures can overwhelm adaptive information processing remains to the
present. According to the `con¯ict' perspective, bene®ts and costs derive from
di�erent variables. For example, the costly con¯icts between the Id and the Superego
interfere with the bene®ts of the Ego. Irrational motives interfere with rational
information processing.

What causes biases and errors in judgments, memory, reasoning and decision
making? For most of the twentieth century, the motivational `con¯ict' perspective on
social-cognitive failures has dominated. The implicit logic has been that people are
intellectually capable of accurate processing and sound reasoning, and thus cognitive
failures must be motivated in some way. To the extent that the 1970s cognitive
`revolution' in social psychology was a `revolution', it was not because it concerned
information-processing variables. Instead, it was because it provided a non-motiva-
tional perspective on social-cognitive failures or costs (see, for example, Dawes, 1976;
Nisbett & Ross, 1980). A distinction is made between how information processing
should be done versus how it actually was done. The information processing of lay or
intuitive scientists, i.e. people, is compared to information processing prescribed by
normative models, and people are found lacking. The heuristics and simpli®cation
strategies used by people are often satisfactory and the best that might be expected
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given people's inherent limitations, but they are imperfect. According to the `limited
capacity' perspective, bene®ts would derive from people using the normative models,
but their limitations result in their using costly alternative strategies. From this
perspective, the bene®cial normative models are di�erent from the costly non-
normative models that people actually use.

Beginning in the 1980s, social psychologists began developing a new perspective on
social-cognitive costs. In contrast to the `limited capacity' perspective, this new
perspective proposed that under the right conditions people are capable of elaborate
and systematic processing that basically follows normative prescriptions. But under
other conditions people use alternative heuristics and strategies that produce costs.
Rather than people being inherently `faulty', there are momentary conditions that
reduce e�ort allocation (e.g. low personal relevance) or reduce cognitive capacity (e.g.
high load from interfering task), which results in people using the more energy-saving
but error-prone processes (see, for example, Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989;
Fazio, 1990; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). According to the
`dual-process' perspective, there are di�erent kinds of processes, and the bene®ts from
one process and the costs from another are distinguished.

The `trade-o�' perspective di�ers from these other perspectives in highlighting the
fact the same social-cognitive principle can have both bene®ts and costs (see also
Kruglanski, 1992; Smith & Mackie, 1995). It is not possible to ®nd some other
principle that has the bene®ts without the costs. The bene®ts of the principle are
essential. We cannot do without it to get along in the social world. But it comes with
inherent costs. I am not suggesting that these di�erent perspectives on social-cognitive
costs are competing alternatives. They can all contribute to a greater understanding of
the sources of social-cognitive costs. There are theoretical as well as practical reasons
for highlighting the `trade-o�' perspective, however.

Our understanding of the basic nature of social-cognitive principles would be
increased by systematically examining their trade-o�s. Historically, there has been a
tendency for the bene®ts and the costs of these principles to be studied by di�erent
researchers, and to appear in di�erent social psychological areas. But the trade-o�s
are inherent to these principles and need to be examined together as part of studying
each principle in depth. Indeed, by basing our research on the notion of trade-o�s, we
are likely to understand better how each principle works in everyday life. Let us
reconsider a couple of principles discussed earlier as examples.

As a ®rst example, consider the process of organizing input information by
connecting it to stored information. One bene®t of organization mentioned earlier is
to add information about a target beyond the target attributes that can currently be
perceived by applying stored knowledge to the target. But there are also costs of such
augmentation. Research on stereotypes, for example, has demonstrated that categor-
ization has trade-o�s because information can be added to a target that, while true of
many other category members, is not true of this target. There are other functions of
the organization process which have trade-o�s that have not received attention, such
as the function of abstraction. Abstraction shifts attention away from the immediate
here-and-now features of a target toward higher level properties that the target shares
with other entities. This has the bene®t of diminishing the control of here-and-now
choices over potentially superior alternatives. For example, this could make it easier
to wait for a superior future alternative rather than choosing the immediately
available alternative, as when abstraction diminishes the `hot' tempting features of the
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here-and-now alternative in delay of grati®cation studies (e.g. Mischel, Shoda, &
Rodriguez, 1989). The ability of abstraction to reduce the power of here-and-now
target features also has costs, however. It can undermine intrinsic motivation to
engage an activity. For example, interest in an inherently attractive activity is
undermined when it is organized in an abstract manner, such as representing it as a
means to attain a reward (e.g. Lepper et al., 1973). Our understanding of the principle
of organization would be increased by explicitly studying the trade-o�s of
augmentation, abstraction and other functions of organization.

As another example, consider the process of social veri®cation in constructing a
shared reality with others. One bene®t of social veri®cation mentioned earlier is to
transform subjective reality into objective reality. But when this transformation
concerns personal preferences being veri®ed by ingroup members, the process of
social veri®cation has the cost of ethnocentrism. Another bene®t of social veri®cation
is consensus that increases interaction e�ciency. It doesn't matter, for example, what
speci®c word is chosen to name an object, `dog' or `chien', as long as it is socially
veri®ed by members of a linguistic community, and the interaction bene®ts of such
lexical consensus are enormous. But in other cases it does matter what the consensus
is. For example, there can be consensus within a group to make decisions with a
promotion focus on gains or a prevention focus on non-losses. Although this
consensus makes group interaction more e�cient, it also biases the group's decisions
in a risky or conservative direction, respectively (Levine & Higgins, in press). By
studying the various trade-o�s of social veri®cation, we would enhance our
understanding of the principle of shared reality.

There are also practical implications of the `trade-o�' perspective. A common
model of intervention assumes that once the source of a problem has been found, the
solution is to remove the source. This would be reasonable if the source of costs and
the source of bene®ts were di�erent. But when the source is the same, then removing
the source means the loss of future bene®ts as well as current costs. Because the costs
of social-cognitive principles go hand-in-hand with their bene®ts, we have to accept
the fact that there will necessarily be some costs. Nevertheless, there are some major
bene®ts of knowing about the costs of social-cognitive principles. First, the more we
learn about how a principle functions and the conditions under which it can be costly,
the more we can set the conditions to reduce those costs where possible. Second,
because these costs can never be eliminated completely, we can all learn to keep in
mind that our memory, judgments, and decisions could be faulty. We can learn that
the costs of social-cognitive principles are part of what it means to be `only human'.
Awareness of social-cognitive costs can make each of us more tolerant of others and
of ourselves. This in itself could reduce interpersonal and intergroup con¯ict, as well
as personal self-criticism, by deepening our appreciation of our common humanity.
In these ways, social cognition has much to contribute to scholarly discourse on both
the science of humanity and humanistic values.
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