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Effects of Fortuitously Activated Constructs Versus Activated 
Communication Goals on Person Impressions 

Constantine Sedikides 
University of Wisconsin--Madison 

The relative impact of construct accessibility effects (i.e., the influence of accessible and applicable 
constructs) and communication goal effects (i.e., the influence of constructs activated through com- 
munication goals) on both the interpretation and transmission of ambiguous target information and 
Ss' private target impressions is examined. Whether communication goal effects can lead to recoding 
of target information is also examined. Ss were primed with either positive or negative trait con- 
structs, were presented with ambiguous target information, and were instructed to communicate 
their description and impressions of the target to a recipient holding either positive, negative, or 
neutral attitudes toward the target. Construct accessibility effects were present in the case of the 
neutral recipient but were overridden by communication goal effects in the case of either the positive 
or negative recipient. Furthermore, communication goals introduced at retrieval led to recoding of 
target information. 

Research on the psychological processes underlying the for- 
mation of person impressions has tacitly accepted the assump- 
tion that impression formation is governed by intraindividual 
factors. The process of impression formation is thought to in- 
volve perceivers' attending to target behaviors and encoding the 
behaviors in line with relevant accessible constructs, at least 
when the behaviors are ambiguous. Thus, the impression of the 
target is decisively shaped by the constructs that happen to be 
accessible at encoding. (For alternative views, see Anderson, 
1974; Brewer, 1988; and Jones & Davis, 1965.) However, the 
impression formation process can also be influenced by interin- 
dividual factors. For instance, when impressions are formed 
with a communicative intent, they may be molded by the de- 
mands of  the communication process per se (e.g., characteris- 
tics of the recipient to whom target impressions are to be com- 
municated), instead of or in addition to being shaped by rele- 
vant, accessible constructs. This article is concerned with the 
joint  influence ofintraindividual and interindividual factors on 
the formation of person impressions. 

Effects o f  For tu i tous ly  Act iva ted  Cons t ruc t s  
on Person Impres s ions  

Brunet (1957) maintained that impression formation in- 
volved the comparison of a stimulus input (e.g., a behavior) 

This article is based on a doctoral dissertation completed at the Ohio 
State University. I gratefully acknowledge the input of my dissertation 
committee: Thomas Ostrom (committee chair), Neal Johnson, Clark 
Leavitt, Richard Petty, and John Skowronski. I also acknowledge the 
insightful comments Denis Hilton, Thomas Ostrom, Eliot Smith, Rob- 
ert Wyer, and several anonymous reviewers provided on drafts of this 
article, as well as the suggestions the Illinois Social Cognition Group 
made at a presentation of parts of this work. James Be, ale, Jennifer Ger- 
ard, Alesia Holliday, Lee Metzler, Heide Newton, Mark Piechota, Jodi 
White, and Roderick Young provided invaluable assistance with data 
collection and coding. 

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Con- 
stantine Sedikides, Psychology Department, University of Wisconsin, 
1202 West Johnson Street, Madison, Wisconsin 53706. 

with a stored construct. If the fit is good, the stimulus input is 
interpreted and stored as an instance of the construct. However, 
because social stimuli are often ambiguous and constructs lack 
sharply defined boundaries, multiple constructs will frequently 
be equally applicable for capturing the stimulus input. The 
question then becomes which construct will be used for inter- 
preting a particular behavior. This question has been addressed 
by research on construct accessibility. 

A typical construct accessibility experiment in the social psy- 
chological literature has two ostensibly unrelated parts. In the 
first part of the experiment, subjects perform a priming task, 
which is a manipulation intended to enhance the accessibility 
of certain available constructs. For instance, subjects may reor- 
ganize jumbled sentences containing the critical trait con- 
structs, or primes. (For examples of priming tasks, see Bargh 
& Pietromonaco, 1982; Herr, 1986; Higgins, R_holes, & Jones, 
1977; Martin, 1986; Smith & Branscombe, 1987; and Srull & 
Wyer, 1979.) In the second part of the experiment, subjects pro- 
cess behavioral descriptions pertaining to a target person. Sub- 
jects' responses are then examined for evidence of categoriza- 
tion of target behaviors along the lines of accessible constructs. 
The typical finding is that target behaviors are interpreted ac- 
cording to the constructs that are the most applicable to the 
behaviors and the most accessible in memory at the time the 
behaviors are encoded. In this article, this phenomenon is re- 
ferred to as construct accessibility effects (after Smith & Brans- 
combe, 1987, p. 162). The same phenomenon has also been 
labeled contextual priming effects (e.g., Higgins & Stangor, 
1988) and assimilation effects (e.g., Martin, 1986). 

Two classes of models that have been developed to account 
for construct accessibility effects are mechanistic and excitation 
transmission models (see also Smith, 1984; Smith & Brans- 
combe, 1987, 1988). Mechanistic models (Forbach, Stanners, & 
Hochhaus, 1974; Wyer & Srull, 1981) use the metaphor of  a 
component part to represent constructs. Construct accessibility 
effects are explained through the mechanistic movements of 
component parts. Wyer and Srull's ( 198 l, 1986) bin model, for 
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instance, postulates that constructs are stored in memory bins. 
In any given bin, different constructs occupy different positions. 
Copies of a construct may be made (through priming proce- 
dures) and then deposited in the bin on top of other constructs, 
making the former more accessible and the latter less accessible. 
The accessible construct will subsequently be used in the pro- 
cessing of relevant target information. 

Excitation transmission models (Higgins & King, 1981; Re- 
der, 1983) postulate that priming of a construct elevates its exci- 
tation level. When a construct is excited to a certain level, or 
threshold, the construct is likely to be used in information pro- 
cessing. An accessible construct is a construct that has been ex- 
cited to its threshold. 

Effects o f  Constructs  Activated Through  
Communica t i on  Goals  on Person Impressions 

Construct Accessibility and Communication Goals 

Communication, "the transmission of mental content" (Za- 
jonc & Adelmann, 1987, p. 4), is an act of intense cognitive 
restructuring. Zajonc (1960) showed that the mere anticipation 
of communication causes changes in cognitive structures. Cog- 
nitive structures are reformatted to meet the demands of the 
communicative situation. Such demands are for the production 
of a grammatically and socially sound message and for the at- 
tainment of  interpersonal goals. 

Communication is the currency through which interpersonal 
goals are achieved. According to McCann and Higgins (1988), 
interpersonal goals include production goals (successfully man- 
aging a project), entertainment goals (sharing a leisure activity), 
social reality goals (maintaining a common definition of social 
reality), social relationship goals (reinforcing a rewarding social 
relationship, avoiding conflict), and face goals (making a posi- 
tive impression on others). For any of  these goals to be reached, 
communicators and recipients must coordinate the exchange of 
their messages. Coordination can be considered the overarching 
goal in interpersonal communication (Clark, 1985; Grice, 
1975; Hilton & Slugoski, 1986). 

Communicator-recipient coordination efforts have been 
shown to play a crucial role in shaping the structure of the com- 
municative message. For example, communicators tend to 
modify their message as a function of whether the transmitted 
information is new or old (Clark & Haviland, 1977; Higgins, 
McCann, & Fondacaro, 1982; Strack, Martin, & Schwarz, 
1988), and they tend to select either definite or indefinite pro- 
nouns to characterize the referent of the message, depending on 
which class of pronouns is more helpful in recipient compre- 
hension (Chafe, 1974). Communicators will change their posi- 
tion on an issue or their description of a target to be consistent 
with their recipient's attitudes toward the target (Higgins & 
Rholes, 1978; Manis, Corneli, & Moore, 1974; Newtson & 
Czerlinsky, 1974). High authoritarians, as compared with low 
authoritarians, will tailor their message to the attitudes of their 
high-status recipient (Higgins & McCann, 1984). Finally, high 
self-monitors, as contrasted with low self-monitors, will modify 
their message to fit their recipients' attitudes (McCann & Han- 
cock, 1983). Effects that result from coordination attempts be- 
tween communicators and recipients are termed communica- 
tion goal effects in this article. (Higgins & Stangor, 1988, labeled 
such effects contextual adaptation effects.) 

Recent work in social psychology has advocated a synergism 
of social cognition and communication (Donohew, Sypber, & 
Higgins, 1988; Higgins, 1981; Holtgraves, Srull, & Socall, 1989: 
Kraut & Higgins, 1984; McCann & Higgins, 1988). This work 
has pointed out the interpersonal nature of  the impression for- 
mation process. Impressions are often formed in order to be 
communicated. The formation, communication, and persever- 
ance of  impressions are bound to be influenced by communica- 
tion goals. 

In particular, communication goals may interfere with acces- 
sible constructs in the impression formation process. The inter- 
ference can occur for a number of reasons. First, because of the 
functional significance of communication goals in everyday life, 
target information may tend to be encoded not in line with ac- 
cessible and applicable constructs but, rather, in accord with 
communication goals. Second, even if relevant target informa- 
tion tends to be encoded in concert with accessible constructs, 
the encoding may not be final in anticipation of  the upcoming 
communication. As Zajonc (1960) demonstrated, cognitive 
structures remain relatively open in anticipation of communi- 
cation. 

Theoretically, communication goals are also activated con- 
structs. The potential interference of constructs activated 
through communication goals with constructs activated 
through fortuitous experiences can be described in the language 
of the bin model as copies of communication-related constructs 
moving above the fortuitously activated constructs in the rele- 
vant bin. In the language of  excitation transmission models, the 
excitation level of communication-related constructs may sur- 
pass the excitation level of fortuitously activated constructs. 

The first objective of the present research was to examine 
whether the effects of fortuitously activated constructs (con- 
struct accessibility effects) could be overridden by the effects of 
constructs activated by means of communication goals (com- 
munication goal effects). 

Can Communication Goals Lead to Recoding 
of Target Information? 

Construct accessibility effects are a function of encoding. In a 
study by Srull and Wyer (1980), subjects completed the priming 
task either before or after encoding target information. Con- 
struct accessibility effects were obtained only when the priming 
task was completed before the encoding of target information. 
In Srull and Wyer's (1980) words, "Once information has been 
encoded in a particular way, it is typically not recoded in terms 
of categories that are highly accessible at the time of judgment" 
(p. 852). 

However, Srull and Wyer (1980) qualified their remarks. They 
suggested that caution should be exercised in concluding that 
recoding will never occur. They stressed that "recoding is more 
likely iftbe purposes for which the information is to be used are 
introduced after the information is received and the original 
encoding of  the information is inadequate for these purposes" 
(Srull & Wyer, 1980, p. 852). 

A communicative situation satisfies the prescriptions for re- 
coding set by Srull and Wyer (1980). If communication goals 
are introduced after encoding of target information, initial en- 
coding may prove to be inadequate for the fulfillment of com- 
munication goals (e.g., avoiding conflict with the recipient and 
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enabling the recipient to comprehend the message). Recoding 
may be a reasonable alternative. 

Thus, the second objective o f  the present research was to find 
out whether communicat ion  goal effects predominate  over con- 
struct accessibility effects when communica t ion  goals are intro- 
duced at the postencoding stage. 

Communication Goals and Subjects' 
Private Impressions 

A substantial literature documents  that subjects' previous 
categorization o f  target information,  rather than the stored rep- 
resentation o f  it, affects subsequent judgments  (and memory)  
o f  the target (Carlston, 1980; Higgins & Lurie, 1983; Higgins & 
Rholes, 1978). The third objective o f  the present research was 
to explore whether the impact  of  communicat ion  goals extends 
to subjects' private social thinking. 

S t u d y  1 

The first aim of  Study 1 was to investigate whether construct  
accessibility effects are moderated by communicat ion  goal 
effects when the message recipient holds either favorable or un- 
favorable attitudes toward the referent of  the message. Imagine 
a situation in which a positive trait construct  (e.g., frugal) has 
become accessible in subjects' memories  through a pr iming 
technique. Subjects are next presented with ambiguous target 
information (i.e., information that is equally likely to imply the 
trait frugal or the trait stingy) and are asked to communica te  
their impressions of  the target to a recipient who dislikes the 
target. Will subjects' descriptions and impressions be positively 
toned (e.g.,frugal) or negatively toned (e.g., stingy)? 

Consistent with established construct  accessibility effects, 
subjects' impressions should be affected by the applicable con- 
structs that happened to be accessible at encoding. However, 
consistent with established communica t ion  goal effects, sub- 
jects '  impressions should be affected by the evaluative direction 
o f  the recipient 's attitudes. 

The second aim of  Study l was to test whether subjects' com- 
municated impressions would in turn affect their own subse- 
quent  characterizations of  the target. 

Method 

Overview 

Subjects were primed with trait constructs that were either positive 
or negative, and either applicable or inapplicable; were presented with 
target information; and were asked to communicate in writing their de- 
scriptions and impressions of a target to a recipient who either liked, 
disliked, or held neutral attitudes toward the target. The priming task 
and the communication instructions were both given before encoding 
of target information. However, for half of the subjects, the priming task 
preceded communication instructions, whereas for the remaining sub- 
jects, communication instructions preceded the priming task. After 
subjects communicated their impressions of the target, they listed their 
own private impressions of the target. 

Subjects 

Subjects were 192 Ohio State University undergraduates participat- 
ing for extra introductory psychology course credit. Subjects were tested 

in groups ranging in size from 5 to 8. Dividers on the tables in the experi- 
mental room prohibited subjects from seeing one another when seated. 
Subjects were randomly assigned to conditions of a balanced factorial 
design. 

Experimental Design 

Two target essays were constructed, one referring to Ralph and one 
referring to Donald. Target of the essay constituted the first design vari- 
able. We included this replication variable to insure generality of the 
results over targets. 

Valence of primes constituted the second design variable. We in- 
cluded this variable to establish potential construct accessibility effects. 
For half of the subjects, the primes were positive; for the other half of 
the subjects, the primes were negative. 

Applicability of primes was the third design variable. For half of the 
subjects, the primes were applicable (i.e., subjects who were given the 
Donald essay had also been given the Donald primes; subjects who were 
given the Ralph essay had also been given the Ralph primes), whereas 
for the remaining half of the subjects, the primes were inapplicable (i.e., 
subjects who were given the Donald essay had been given the Ralph 
primes; subjects who were given the Ralph essay has been given the Don- 
ald primes). The applicability variable was included to show that expo- 
sure to positive or negative primes was not in itself sufficient to produce 
construct accessibility effects. The primes had to be applicable to the 
target information. 

Order of the priming task and the communication instructions was 
the fourth design variable. For half of the subjects, the priming task 
came first, followed by communication instructions. For the remaining 
half of the subjects, communication instructions preceded the priming 
task. This variable was instituted to establish the generality of the poten- 
tial moderation of communication goal effects on construct accessibility 
effects. In other words, if communication goal effects moderate con- 
struct accessibility effects, they should do so regardless of which task is 
temporally closest to the acquisition of target information or is more 
accessible in subjects' memories. 

Recipient of target message was the final design variable. A third of 
the subjects were asked to communicate the essay to a recipient who 
liked the target; another third were asked to communicate the essay to 
a recipient who disliked the target; the rest of the subjects were asked to 
communicate the essay to an unspecified recipient. 

Thus, the design was a 2 (target: Donald, Ralph) × 2 (valence: positive 
primes, negative primes) × 2 (applicability: applicable primes, inappli- 
cable primes) × 2 (order of tasks: priming task first, communication 
instructions first) × 3 (recipient: positive, negative, neutral) between- 
subjects factorial. 

Construction of Target Essays 

In constructing the target essays, I had to meet two objectives. First, 
each paragraph of each essay had to be ambiguous, that is, equally likely 
to be characterized by any of two (denotatively similar but evaluatively 
different) traits. Second, the traits that were relevant to one essay had to 
be irrelevant to the other essay. 

The two essays had to describe the target in terms of behaviors that 
exemplified connotatively similar but evaluatively different trait terms. 
Bipolar adjective pairs having this characteristic were selected from two 
sources. The first source was the Peabody (1967) monograph on the 
descriptive and evaluative aspects of trait terms. The following five bipo- 
lar pairs of traits were selected (the numbers in parentheses correspond 
to the evaluative rating given to the trait by Peabody's subjects on a scale 
ranging from 3 to -3): moral (I.3) versus self-righteous (-1.6), thrifty 
(0.9) versus stingy (-2.0), cultivated ( 1.6) versus artificial (-2.2), ideal- 
istic (1.5) versus unrealistic (-1.2), and witty (1.8) versus sarcastic 
(-0.8). The second source of selection of bipolar adjective traits was 
previous research on construct accessibility. The following three bipolar 
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adjective pairs that had been pretested and used in past research were 
adventurous versus reckless, independent versus aloof, and persistent 
versus stubborn (Higgins & McCann, 1984; Higgins et al., 1977). 

Next, eight paragraphs were constructed, corresponding to the eight 
bipolar adjective pairs. Each paragraph exemplified both members of 
the adjective pair. Two sets of four paragraphs each were then compiled 
to make up two descriptive essays. The essays referred to two targets, 
Donald and Ralph. The target essays are shown in the Appendix. The 
bipolar trait adjectives corresponding to each paragraph are given in 
parentheses at the end of each paragraph. 

The two essays were presented to 100 Ohio State University under- 
graduates. Subjects were instructed to characterize the target portrayed 
in each paragraph with a single word. Next, subjects made likability 
ratings for each target and judged the extent to which each of the eight 
bipolar adjective traits was referentially relevant to each target. 

Two independent coders judged the semantic similarity of each single- 
word characterization to either bipolar end of the corresponding trait 
dimension. The coders were first provided with a list of synonyms for 
each pair of the Donald and Ralph trait constructs. The coders were 
told that the synonyms were not necessarily limiting and that in the case 
that a subject's response was not included in the synonyms, they should 
exercise their own judgment. 

The Donald synonyms of the positive traits were the following: adven- 
turous = daring, bold, courageous, brave; moral = ethical, principled, 
conformist; independent = free, unconventional, individualistic; and 
persistent = determined, persevering, steadfast. The Donald synonyms 
of the negative traits were the following: reckless = careless, foolhardy, 
rash; self-righteous = liar, superior, conceited; aloof = loner, distant, 
unneighborly, unsociable; and stubborn = obstinate, unreasonable, 
headstrong. 

The Ralph synonyms of the positive traits were the following: idealis- 
tic = romanticist, optimist, dreamer; witty = amusing, humorous, 
funny; cultivated = cultured, refined, educated; and thrifty = sparing, 
provident. The Ralph synonyms of the negative traits were the follow- 
ing: unrealistic = silly, ignorant, disillusioned, utopian, stupid; sar- 
castic = critical, caustic, satiric, ironic; artificial = feigned, assumed, 
pretentious, cunning; and stingy = miser, miserly, frugal. Synonyms 
were selected from Allen's Synonyms and Antonyms (Vail Motter, 
1972), Roget'S Thesaurus in Dictionary Form (Lewis, 1978), and Web- 
ster's New Collegiate Dictionary (1981). The coders agreed in 91% of 
the cases and resolved disagreements through discussion. 

The results (Table 1 ) highlight three points. First, the essays were in- 
deed perceived as ambiguous: Subjects roughly were equally likely to 
characterize the target using either bipolar adjective trait (or a syn- 
onym). Second, subjects regarded traits intended to describe Ralph as 
relevant to Ralph and irrelevant to Donald, and regarded traits intended 
to describe Donald as relevant to Donald and irrelevant to Ralph. 
Third, subjects liked Donald better than Ralph--a finding that was rep- 
licated throughout this research. 

Procedure 

For half of the subjects, the priming task came first. Subjects were 
greeted and escorted to the experimental room by Experimenter A (a 
casually dressed man). Experimenter A introduced himself, called in 
Experimenter B (a formally dressed man waiting outside the room), and 
introduced him as a senior student who would use only a part of the 
experimental hour to complete his honors thesis research. Experi- 
menter A then stepped out of the room. 

Experimenter B presented his research as a study concerned "with 
people's ability to reorganize scrambled sentences and with their mem- 
ory of those sentences." He informed subjects that they would have to 
unscramble, memorize, and recall eight sentences. 

There were four different sets of unscrambled sentences, correspond- 
ing to the four Valence X Applicability combinations. Each set included 
eight sentences. Each sentence consisted of five words, only four of 

which could make a sentence (e.g., adventurous is very door he; eye the 
independent votes person; effort moral neck being requires). The order 
of the sentences was randomized and kept constant across subjects. 

In each set, each pair of sentences contained primes that were syn- 
onyms and that were relevant to the same paragraph. The positive prime 
synonyms for the Donald paragraph were the following: adventurous/ 
daring, moral/ethical, independent/free, and persistent/determined. 
The negative prime synonyms for the Donald paragraph were the fol- 
lowing: reckless/careless, self-righteous/liar, aloof/loner, and stubborn/ 
obstinate. The positive prime synonyms for the Ralph paragraph were 
the following: idealistic/romanticist, witty/amusing, cultivated/cul- 
tured, and thrifty/sparing. Finally, the negative prime synonyms for the 
Ralph paragraph were the following: unrealistic/silly, sarcastic/critical, 
artificial/feigned, and stingy/miser. 

Subjects took approximately 3 min to complete the unscrambling 
and memorization tasks. Next, subjects were given I rain to write down 
on a sheet of paper as many states in the United States as they could 
remember. Subsequently, subjects recalled the sentences for approxi- 
mately 2 min. Subjects were then asked to return to the page containing 
the scrambled sentences and to mark off the sentences they failed to 
recall. At the conclusion of the session, Experimenter B thanked sub- 
jects, walked out, and thanked Experimenter A (who was waiting out- 
side the room) out loud so that subjects could hear him. 

The priming manipulation used in the present research was a combi- 
nation of tasks introduced by Srull and Wyer (1979, 1980) and Higgins 
et al. (1977). However, Srull and Wyer used a large number of unscram- 
bled sentences and primed one trait construct only (e.g., either hostile 
or kind), whereas the present research used a small number of unscram- 
bled sentences and primed four trait constructs. Thus, in order to maxi- 
mize the effectiveness of the present priming task, procedural character- 
istics of the Higgins et al. priming manipulation were borrowed. Higgins 
et al. had subjects memorize the primes for a short time period. The 
present research asked subjects to memorize the sentences after un- 
scrambling them, to recall the sentences, and to note the sentences they 
failed to recall. Moreover, the present research used traits as primes (as 
did Higgins et al.) instead of using behaviors as primes (as did Srull & 
Wyer). Finally, in contrast to both Higgins et al. and Srull and Wyer, 
no filler sentences were used; that is, the eight unscrambled sentences 
corresponded to the eight primes. 

Care was taken so that subjects would not get suspicious of the rela- 
tion between the priming task and the subsequent study. The dressing 
style of the two experimenters was different, a rather elaborate proce- 
dural scenario was followed, and the experimental booklet in the prim- 
ing task had a different color than did the experimental booklet in the 
subsequent study (i.e., pink as opposed to white) and also had a different 
typeface (i.e., printed with a dot matrix printer as opposed to a letter- 
quality printer). 

After the priming task, Experimenter A handed out a booklet. The 
first page of the booklet informed subjects that they would read an essay 
about an undergraduate student referred to as Ralph (Donald). Ralph 
(Donald) was allegedly a member of a group of students who had al- 
lowed faculty and graduate students of the psychology department (Per- 
sonality and Social Psychology Program) to study their personalities and 
interpersonal relationships for the past year. Subjects were also told that 
at a later point, they would have to describe Ralph (Donald) and com- 
municate their impressions of him. 

Subjects in the positive and negative recipient conditions were in- 
formed that their task was to describe and communicate their impres- 
sions of Donald (Ralph) to "another member of his group (Vincent P.), 
so that this member will later be able to identify Donald (Ralph)" (pat- 
terned after Higgins & McCann, 1984). Subjects were told that their 
descriptions and impressions of the target would be removed from the 
booklet and be taken directly to the recipient for his use only. It was also 
mentioned that the recipient happened to either like or dislike the target. 
Subjects in the neutral recipient condition were instructed to describe 
Ralph (Donald) and communicate their impressions of him. No infor- 
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Table 1 

Results of Target Essay Construction 

Trait 

Judging to 
characterize 

Ralph 

Percentage of subjects 

Judging to 
characterize 

Donald 
Judging as relevant 

to Ralph 
Judging as relevant 

to Donald 

Idealistic/unrealistic 
Idealistic 60 
Unrealistic 3 l 

Witty/sarcastic 
Witty 34 
Sarcastic 45 

Cultivated/artificial 
Cultivated 39 
Artificial 30 

Thrifty/stingy 
Thrifty 46 
Stingy 52 

Ralph paragraphs 

91 

81 

79 

86 

34 

36 

36 

25 

Donald paragraphs 

Adventurous/reckless 
Adventurous 46 
Reckless 4 l 

Moral/self-righteous 
Moral 39 
Self-righteous 47 

Independent/aloof 
Independent 44 
Aloof 51 

Persistent/stubborn 
Persistent 45 
Stubborn 53 

82 

80 

75 

91 

16 

53 

46 

30 

Note. Mean liking score for Donald was 4.27; mean liking score for Ralph was 3.90. 

mation regarding the recipient's attitudes toward the target was pro- 
vided. This dependent measure is referred to as communicated impres- 
sions. 

For the second half of the subjects, communication instructions pre- 
ceded the priming task. Experimenter A informed subjects that a senior 
student would step in anytime to do a 5-min experiment as a part of his 
honors thesis. Next, Experimenter A had subjects go through the cover 
page of the booklet, where the task of communicating the upcoming 
target information to the recipient was described. This task was pre- 
tested to take about 2 min from the time subjects entered the room. 
Instructions at the bottom of the cover page specified that subjects 
should not turn to the next page until told to do so. After 2 min, Experi- 
menter B knocked on the door and walked in. Experimenter A intro- 
duced Experimenter B and left the room. After the priming task was 
over, Experimenter A came back and paced subjects through the target 
information. 

The rest of the procedure was common to all subjects. The target 
essay appeared on the second page of the booklet, and subjects commu- 
nicated their impressions of the target on the third page of the booklet. 

Subjects were subsequently provided with a list of the states in the 
United States and were asked to write down the capitals. After 2 min, 
subjects were told that although the task of describing the target and 
communicating the impressions of him to Vincent P. was over, the ex- 
perimenter would still like them to provide some additional informa- 
tion. This would be for the use of the experimenter only, so that he 
could examine "other aspects of the judgmental task." Subjects were 
requested to write down as fully as they could what sort of person they 

privately thought the target was. This is referred to as theprivate impres- 
sions task. 

Next, subjects were presented with the target essay, paragraph by 
paragraph, and were asked to characterize with a single word the kind 
of person depicted by each paragraph description. This is the wordgen- 
eration task. The priming procedure was hypothesized to activate trait 
categories, not just trait words. If subjects repeatedly used the exact 
primes to characterize target behaviors, construct accessibility effects 
would have been shown to simply be a lexical phenomenon. However, 
if subjects used prime synonyms to label target behaviors, it would be 
conclusively demonstrated that the priming technique rendered an en- 
tire trait category accessible, not just a word (cf. Higgins et al., 1977). 

Subjects subsequently went through three manipulation checks, 
probing into the purpose of the experiment, suspicions of the related- 
ness between the priming task and the communication tasks, and mem- 
ory of recipient attitudes toward the target. Finally, subjects were asked 
to recall the unscrambled sentences for a second time and then were 
debriefed, thanked for their participation, and excused. 

Coding 

Subjects' communicated and private impressions were coded by two 
independent coders. Protocols were presented to the coders in random 
order, each coder receiving a different random order. (This was the case 
throughout the reported research.) 

The coders were first provided with a list of synonyms for each pair 
of the Donald and Ralph primes. The list of synonyms was the same as 
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the ones used by the coders involved in the construction of the target 
essays. The coders were told that they should exercise their own judg- 
ment in case subjects' responses could not be coded in line with the 
synonyms. The coders were instructed to evaluate subjects' impressions 
of Donald on the basis of the Donald-applicable primes and to evaluate 
subjects' impressions of Ralph on the basis of the Ralph-applicable 
primes. The coders were unaware of the valence of the primes. 

The coders broke down subjects' impressions into four paragraphs 
and then rated each paragraph on a scale ranging from 1 (distorted to 
be the same as applicable negative primes or synonyms) through 4 (am- 
biguous, undistorted, or same as the original paragraph) to 7 (distorted 
to he the same as applicable positive primes or synonyms). The mean of 
the four paragraphs was calculated for each coder; the mean of the two 
coder means was entered into the analyses. Whenever a paragraph was 
missing (in approximately 11% of the cases), the mean was based on the 
remaining three scores. Coder intercorrelations were high throughout 
the reported research (rs > .81, ps < .001 ). 

The word-generation task was next. The coders noted the percentage 
of the trait terms generated by subjects to characterize the target that 
were the same as the primes. Finally, the coders coded subjects' re- 
sponses on the manipulation checks. 

Resu l t s  and  Discuss ion  

For an answer to the question about the purpose of the study 
to qualify as correct, the answer needed to include a mention of 
the relation between the sentence-unscrambling task and the 
subsequent processing of the target essay (e.g., whether the sen- 
tence-unscrambling task influenced the interpretation of the es- 
say). A gist criterion was used. None of the subjects correctly 
guessed the purpose of the study. Furthermore, 98% of the sub- 
jects correctly remembered the recipient's attitude toward the 
target. 

Subjects' memories of the primes was examined, using the 
second prime recall only. Subjects recalled an average of 6.3 out 
of 8 primes, indicating that they had committed the primes to 
memory. No prime recall differences among experimental con- 
ditions were observed. 

C o m m u n i c a t e d  Impre s s i o n s  

The targets were described most favorably to the positive re- 
cipient (M = 5.41 ), followed by the neutral recipient (M = 4.10) 
and the negative recipient (M = 2.61), F(2, 144) = 142.76, p < 
.000001. (The three means significantly differed from one an- 
other, as indicated by the analyses that follow.) Recipient char- 
acteristics affected subjects' impressions, a finding that repli- 
cates past research (e.g., Higgins & Rholes, 1978; Higgins & 
McCann, 1984). 

Of crucial importance was whether communication goals 
moderated construct accessibility effects. The Valence X Appli- 
cability X Recipient interaction was significant, F(2, 144) = 
9.11, p < .0002 (Table 2). To pinpoint the locus of the effect, I 
broke down the interaction into a number of lower order inter- 
actions that are reported later in this article. It should be men- 
tioned at this point that the Valence X Applicability X Recipi- 
ent X Order interaction was not significant, F(2, 144) = 0.66, 
p < .5 l, indicating that the pattern of results was not affected 
by the temporal order of the priming and communication tasks. 

Neutral recipient. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was car- 
ried out on the neutral recipient condition only. The Valence x 
Applicability interaction was significant, F(l,  48) = 35.72, p < 

Table 2 
Means on Communicated Impressions as a Function oJ" 
Valence, Applicability, and Recipient in Study I 

Positive Neutral Negative 
Prime recipient recipient recipient 

Applicable 
Positive 5.31 5.84 2.71 
Negative 5.29 2.74 2.44 

Inapplicable 
Positive 5.67 4.20 2.43 
Negative 5.37 3.62 2.88 

.000001. Positive applicable primes caused positive distortion 
of subjects' communicated impressions, and negative applica- 
ble primes caused negative distortion of communicated impres- 
sions. In contrast, valence of inapplicable primes did not cause 
differential distortion of communicated impressions. These re- 
sults extend past construct accessibility effects (e.g., Higgins et 
al., 1977; Sinclair, Mark, & Shotland, 1987) by showing that 
semantic priming can affect not only the words subjects choose 
to characterize the target but also the content of person impres- 
sions that are communicated in natural language. 

Positive versus neutral recipient. An ANOVA on the positive 
and neutral recipient conditions revealed a reliable Valence x 
Applicability X Recipient interaction, F(l ,  96) = 22.28, p < 
.000001. It was only in the case of the neutral recipient that 
applicable positive and negative primes distorted subjects' com- 
municated impressions. Primes were ineffective in the case of 
the positive recipient. 

Negative versus neutral recipient. An ANOVA on the negative 
and neutral recipient conditions disclosed a reliable Valence x 
Applicability x Recipient interaction, F(l ,  96) = 6.60, p < .01. 
Only in the case of the neutral recipient did applicable positive 
and negative primes distort subjects' communicated impres- 
sions. Primes were ineffective in the case of the negative recip- 
ient. 

Positive versus negative recipient. An ANOVA on the positive 
and negative recipient conditions yielded a nonsignificant Va- 
lence x Applicability X Recipient interaction, F(1, 96) = 2.08, 
p < .  15, and a nonsignificant Valence X Applicability interac- 
tion, F(1, 96) = 0.41, p < .52. Construct accessibility effects 
were eliminated when the recipient's attitude toward the target 
became known to the subjects. Communication goal effects 
overrode construct accessibility effects. 

Private  I m p r e s s i o n s  

Subjects formed a more positive impression of the targets af- 
ter having described them to the positive recipient (M = 5.28), 
followed by the neutral recipient (M = 4.00) and the negative 
recipient (M = 2.67), F(2, 144) = 154.62, p < .000001. (The 
three means differed significantly from each other, as revealed 
by the analyses reported later.) Subjects' private impressions of 
the targets were shaped by their communicated impressions. 

The Valence x Applicability X Recipient interaction was sig- 
nificant, F(2, 144) = 6.62, p < .001 (Table 3). Separate analyses 
that evaluate the interaction are reported in the next four para- 
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Table 3 
Means on Private Impressions as a Function of Valence, 
Applicability, and Recipient in Study 1 

Positive Neutral Negative 
Prime recipient recipient recipient 

Applicable 
Positive 5.40 5.55 2.78 
Negative 5.08 2.80 3.53 

Inapplicable 
Positive 5.37 4.05 2.28 
Negative 5.26 3.58 2.91 

graphs. The Valence X Applicability X Recipient × Order inter- 
action was again unreliable, F(2, 144) = 0.07, p < .93, indicat- 
ing that the order of the priming and communication tasks did 
not interfere with subjects' private impressions. 

Neutral recipient. The Valence X Applicability interaction, 
F( I, 48) = 30.43, p < .000001, revealed that subjects' own im- 
pressions of the targets were positively distorted in the condition 
of positive applicable primes and were negatively distorted in 
the condition of negative applicable primes. Valence of inappli- 
cable primes did not account for differences in subjects' distor- 
tions of their impressions. 

Positive versus neutral recipient. The Valence X Applicabil- 
ity x Recipient interaction was significant, F ( l ,  96) = 12.74, 
p < .006. Construct accessibility effects were operative only in 
the case of the neutral recipient. 

Negative versus neutral recipient. The Valence × Applicabil- 
ity X Recipient interaction was significant, F ( l ,  96) = 6.82, p < 
.01. Construct accessibility effects were present only in the case 
of the neutral recipient. 

Positive versus negative recipient. The Valence x Applicabil- 
ity x Recipient interaction was not significant, F(1, 96) = 0.67, 
p < .41. The Valence X Applicability interaction was not sig- 
nificant either, F( I ,  96) = 2.36, p < .  12. Construct accessibility 
effects were not detectable. Communication goal effects pre- 
dominated over construct accessibility effects in subjects' pri- 
vate impressions of the targets. 

Word Generation 

Only 16.7% of the words that subjects used to characterize 
the target were the same as the primes. The obtained construct 
accessibility effects were not simply a lexical phenomenon. 

likely that when communication goals are introduced after the 
encoding of  target information, their effects are overpowered by 
construct accessibility effects. 

In Study 2, the recipient's attitudes became known (to half of  
the subjects) after encoding. Thus, Study 2 addressed the issue 
of  whether communication goals can trigger recoding of target 
information. 

Method 

Subjects were 288 Ohio State University undergraduates. The proce- 
dure and design of the study was identical to Study 1 with one exception: 
the inclusion of the location of communication instructions variable. 
For half of the subjects, communication instructions were administered 
before the encoding of target information, a conceptual replication of 
Study I. For the remaining half of the subjects, communication instruc- 
tions were delivered after the encoding of target information. 

Results 

No subject guessed the purpose of the study or suspected the 
relation between the two parts of the study. Subjects recalled an 
average of 6.2 sentences. Moreover, 98% of  the subjects cor- 
rectly recalled the recipient's attitudes. 

Communicated  Impressions 

The targets were described most favorably to the positive re- 
cipient (M = 4.25), followed by the neutral recipient (M--- 3.76) 
and the negative recipient (M = 3.11), F(2, 240) = 10.76, p < 
.000001. (The negative recipient mean significantly differed 
from both the positive and the neutral recipient means, as the 
analyses that follow reveal.) Subjects' communicated impres- 
sions were in line with their recipient's attitudes, a replication 
of the relevant finding of  Study 1. 

The critical Valence x Applicability x Recipient interaction 
was not significant, F(2, 240) = 1.77, p < .17, although the 
means were in the expected direction (see Table 4). Most impor- 
tant, the Valence X Applicability × Recipient X Location inter- 
action was unreliable, F(2, 240) = 0.27, p < .76. The modera- 
tion of communication goal effects on construct accessibility 
effects was not a function of whether the communication in- 
structions were delivered before or after encoding. 

Neutral recipient. An ANOVA on the neutral recipient condi- 
tion revealed a significant Valence x Applicability interaction, 
F( 1, 80) = 5.81, p < .01. Positive applicable primes caused posi- 
tive distortion of communicated impressions, whereas negative 

S tudy  2 

Study 1 established that when no information about recipient 
characteristics is given to subjects, construct accessibility effects 
take precedence over communication goal effects; when infor- 
mation about recipient characteristics becomes available to 
subjects, communication goal effects take precedence over con- 
struct accessibility effects. Communication goals have a strong 
distortive impact on person impressions. This impact, in turn, 
colors subjects' own characterizations of  the target. 

The impact, however, of  communication goals on person im- 
pressions needs to be qualified. Communication goals exerted 
their influence before the encoding of  target information. It is 

Table 4 
Means on Communicated Impressions as a Function of 
Valence, Applicability, and Recipient in Study 2 

Positive Neutral Negative 
Prime recipient recipient recipient 

Applicable 
Positive 4.63 4.51 3.14 
Negative 4.76 2.96 3.37 

Inapplicable 
Positive 3.22 3.72 2.92 
Negative 4.42 3.88 3.02 
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Table 5 
Means on Private Impressions as a Function of  Valence, 
Applicability, and Recipient in Study 2 

Positive Neutral Negative 
Prime recipient recipient recipient 

Applicable 
Positive 3.71 4.19 2.80 
Negative 4.02 2.42 3.21 

Inapplicable 
Positive 2.90 3.59 2.67 
Negative 3.28 3.86 2.94 

applicable primes caused negative distortion of communicated 
impressions. In contrast, valence of  inapplicable primes did not 
cause differential distortion of communicated impressions. 
Construct accessibility effects were operative when no knowl- 
edge about recipient attitudes was provided. 

The Valence X Applicability X Location ANOVA was com- 
puted to answer the question of whether the introduction of 
communication goals after encoding has a distortive impact on 
social information. A nonsignificant interaction, F(1, 80) = 
0.97, p < .32, showed that construct accessibility effects over- 
powered communication goal effects regardless of whether 
communication instructions were delivered before or after en- 
coding. 

Positive versus neutral recipient. An ANOVA on the positive 
and neutral recipient conditions produced a nonsignificant Va- 
lence x Applicability X Recipient interaction, F(1, 160) = 0.45, 
p < .50. The relevant finding of Study 1-- that  construct accessi- 
bility effects were evident in the neutral but not in the positive 
recipient case--was not replicated. The effect did not interact 
with location, F(I ,  160) = 0.01, p < .90. 

Negative versus neutral recipient. An ANOVA on the negative 
and neutral recipient conditions revealed a marginally signifi- 
cant Valence x Applicability X Recipient interaction, F(1, 
160) = 3.43, p < .06, suggesting that only in the case of the 
neutral recipient did the applicable positive and negative 
primes distort subjects' communicated impressions. The 
primes were ineffective in the case of the negative recipient. 
This finding held, regardless of temporal order of  the priming 
task and communication instructions, F(1, 160) = 0.47, 
p < .49. 

Positive versus negative recipient. An ANOVA on the positive 
and negative recipient conditions yielded a nonsignificant Va- 
lence X Applicability x Recipient interaction, F(1,160) = 1.42, 
p < .23, and a nonsignificant Valence x Applicability interac- 
tion, F(1, 160) = 0.89, p < .34. Construct accessibility effects 
were not detectable. Most important, the Valence x Applicabil- 
ity X Recipient × Location interaction was unreliable, F(1, 
160) = 0.33, p < .56. Communication goal effects overrode con- 
struct accessibility effects even when communication instruc- 
tions were delivered after the priming task. Communication 
goals led to reinterpretation of target information. 

Private Impressions 

Two subjects were excluded from the analyses because of their 
failure to provide usable data. The targets made a more favor- 

able impression after being described to either the positive re- 
cipient (M = 3.47) or the neutral recipient (M = 3.50), as com- 
pared with the negative recipient (M = 2.89), F(1,238) = 3.14, 
p < .04. The negative recipient mean differed significantly from 
either the positive or the neutral recipient mean, as the analyses 
that are reported later in this article revealed. 

The Valence X Applicability X Recipient interaction was 
marginally significant, F(2,238) = 2.44, p < .08 (Table 5). Sepa- 
rate analyses are reported later to evaluate this interaction. 

The Valence X Applicability X Recipient X Location interac- 
tion was not significant, F(2, 238) = 0.44, p < .64. Order of the 
priming task and communication instructions did not differ- 
entially affect subjects' private impressions. 

Neutral recipient. Subjects' private impressions of  the targets 
were positively distorted under positive applicable primes and 
were negatively distorted under negative applicable primes. Va- 
lence of inapplicable primes did not account for differences in 
subjects' distortions of their own impressions, F(1, 79) = 7.54, 
p < .007. 

Temporal location of communication goals did not influence 
subjects' evaluations of the target, as reflected in the nonsig- 
nificant Valence x Applicability X Location interaction, F(I ,  
79) = 0.94, p < .33. Retrospective encoding did not affect sub- 
jects' own impressions. 

Positive versus neutral recipient. The Valence X Applica- 
bility x Recipient interaction was marginally significant, F(1, 
159) = 3.06, p < .08. Construct accessibility effects tended to 
be evident in the neutral but not in the positive recipient 
case. The effect did not interact with location, F( 1, 159) = 0.00, 
p <  .95. 

Negative versus neutral recipient. The Valence x Applicabil- 
ity x Recipient interaction was significant, F(1, 158) = 4.52, 
p < .03. Construct accessibility effects were present in the neu- 
tral but not in the negative recipient case. Again, the effect did 
not interact with location, F(I ,  158) = 0.69, p < .40. 

Positive versus negative recipient. The Valence X Applicabil- 
ity X Recipient interaction was not significant, F(1, 159) = 
0.03, p < .85. The Valence x Applicability interaction was not 
significant either, F(1, 159) = 0.00, p < .94. Communication 
goal effects overpowered construct accessibility effects. Further- 
more, temporal order of the priming task did not have any de- 
tectable effect on subjects' private impressions: The interaction 
involving location was unreliable, F(1, 159) = 0.68, p < .41. 

Only 15.8% of the words subjects used to characterize the 
target were the same as the primes. Construct accessibility 
effects, when obtained, were not simply a lexical phenomenon. 

Gene ra l  Discuss ion  

Models intended to explain construct accessibility effects 
(Higgins & King, 1981; Wyer & Srull, 1981) postulate that new 
social information is encoded or interpreted in line with the 
most accessible and applicable stored constructs. 

One line of communication research (e.g., Clark, 1985; 
Grice, 1975; Higgins, 1981) highlights the functional impor- 
tance of  interpersonal communication in everyday life. People 
communicate with one another in order to achieve various in- 
terpersonal goals (McCann & Higgins, 1988). A precondition 
for the attainment of interpersonal goals is the establishment of 
rapport, which in turn presupposes taking into account recipi- 
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ents' characteristics. The line of research holds that informa- 
tion about recipients' idiosyncrasies plays a crucial role in the 
interpretation and communication of social information. An- 
other line of communication research (Zajonc, 1960) posits 
that communicators resist closing in on target impressions be- 
fore acquiring complete knowledge of the communicative situa- 
tion. This line of research also stresses the role of communica- 
tion goals in determining the formation of person impressions. 

The present results were partially consistent with models of 
construct accessibility effects. People used the most accessible 
and applicable constructs to interpret and communicate social 
information when knowledge about recipients' characteristics 
was unavailable. Furthermore, construct accessibility effects 
held, regardless of preencoding order of the priming and com- 
munication tasks and regardless of whether the communication 
task was initiated before or after encoding of target information. 

In contrast, the remainder of the findings were consistent 
with research on communication goal effects. Subjects' inter- 
pretation and communication of social information were in- 
fluenced by communication goals governing social interaction 
(i.e., being in coordination with recipients). It did not matter 
whether communication instructions were introduced before or 
after the priming task or before or after the encoding of target 
information. 

Construct accessibility researchers have called for research 
on the conditions under which social information will be re- 
coded (Srull & Wyer, 1980). Study 2 delineated one such condi- 
tion: Social information will be recoded when subjects become 
aware of recipient characteristics prior to communication. 

Recoding, Impression Management, or Response Bias? 

A recoding explanation of the results of Study 2 has been 
offered. Communication goals became salient to subjects after 
encoding. At that moment, subjects selectively reviewed target 
information, focusing on (and subsequently transmitting) only 
those aspects of the information that would facilitate communi- 
cation with the recipient. Subjects subsequently believed their 
own message ("saying is believing"; Higgins & Rholes, 1978). 

There are at least two alternative interpretations of the re- 
sults. An impression management interpretation maintains 
that subjects were concerned only with creating a favorable im- 
pression both on the recipient (hence, subjects' efforts to coor- 
dinate their evaluations of the target with the recipient's evalua- 
tion) and on the experimenter (hence, the consistency over time 
between communicated and private impressions). The plausi- 
bility of an impression management explanation, though, is 
challenged by two design features. First, subjects' responses 
were anonymous. Second, subjects were told that their commu- 
nicated impressions would be taken directly to the recipient, 
whereas their private impressions would be separately exam- 
ined by the experimenter. 

A response bias interpretation of the obtained results posits 
that subjects simply found it easy to repeat their communicated 
impressions of the target in the private impressions task. Had 
the delay between the communicated impressions and the pri- 
vate impressions tasks been longer, the results might have been 
different. However, people tend to rely on their past judgments 
or impressions, rather than on their stored representations, for 
subsequent judgments of a target (Carlston, 1980; Higgins et al., 

1982; Lingle & Ostrom, 1979). Furthermore, people's impres- 
sions of a target become more polarized over time (Higgins et 
al., 1977), especially when they are communicated (Higgins & 
McCann, 1984; Higgins & Rholes, 1978). Delayed target im- 
pressions would, if anything, be more consistent with pre- 
viously reported impressions. 

In the private impressions task, subjects were given an oppor- 
tunity to express their honest evaluations of the target. If sub- 
jects' private impressions of the target were different from their 
communicated impressions, subjects should have indicated so. 
The present results complement the emerging view that people 
can recode stored information (e.g., Hirt & Castellan, 1988). 

Consequences for Models of Construct 
Accessibility Effects 

To account for the present findings, both mechanistic and ex- 
citation transmission models would need to take into consider- 
ation communication goal effects. Mechanistic models would 
need to postulate that constructs activated through communi- 
cation goals (task-relevant constructs) can top fortuitously acti- 
vated constructs (task-irrelevant constructs). Excitation trans- 
mission models would need to posit that communication-rele- 
vant constructs can be excited to a threshold that surpasses the 
threshold of constructs activated through fortuitous experi- 
ences. 

Memory for Primes and Assimilation 
Versus Contrast Effects 

The present findings have implications for the debate regard- 
ing the circumstances under which assimilation versus contrast 
effects are obtained. Lombardi, Higgins, and Bargh (1987; see 
also Dark, 1988; Martin, 1986) had subjects recall the primes 
after the completion of the priming task. Good memory for 
primes (that is, conscious awareness of the primes) was associ- 
ated with contrast effects, whereas poor memory for primes was 
associated with assimilation effects. 

The results of the present research are incompatible with 
Lombardi et al 's (1987) results. Subjects in the present research 
manifested good recall for the primes and concurrent assimila- 
tion effects. Assimilation effects are surprising, because seman- 
tic processing of the primes was involved. Subjects unscram- 
bled the priming sentences, memorized them for meaning, and 
recalled them. Clearly, subjects became involved in the priming 
task and processed the priming sentences deeply (cf. Craik & 
Lockhart, 1972). 

It is not clear how to interpret the discrepancy between the 
present findings and Lombardi et al.'s (1987) findings. Lom- 
bardi et al. maintained that consciousness of primes may lead 
to more flexible and differentiated processing of target informa- 
tion than may absence of consciousness of primes. That is, con- 
sciousness of primes may lead to both assimilation and contrast 
effects, with the determining factor being aspects of the experi- 
mental procedure or task. Given the differences between the 
present studies and Lombardi et al.'s studies in terms of the 
priming task, the experimental instructions, and the response 
output format, additional research is needed to clarify the issue. 
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Relat ive  Inf luence o f  Construct  Accessibi l i ty  and 
Communica t ion  Goal  Effects  

The present research showed that communicat ion goal 
effects can override construct accessibility effects. However, the 
conclusion that construct accessibility effects will invariably 
vanish or get attenuated in the presence of knowledge about 
recipient characteristics is unwarranted.  There may be cases in 
which construct accessibility effects are present even when re- 
cipient attitudes become known to subjects. The reported re- 
search was confined to a single research paradigm. Different 
research paradigms may produce different results. For exam- 
ple, repeated priming, as opposed to single-time priming, may 
lead to an attenuation of communicat ion goal effects. 

Alternatively, there may exist other communication-related 
factors, besides recipient characteristics, that block out con- 
struct accessibility effects. Communicators  engage in mental  ac- 
tivity in order to understand the recipients' cognitive content. 
For example, communicators  will routinely modify their mes- 
sage as a function of whether the information they supply to 
their recipients is new or old (Clark & Haviland, 1977). When 
providing new information, communicators may overly engage 
in detail in their effort to best explain informational intricacies 
to recipients. As a result, the impact of accessible constructs is 
likely to be attenuated (see Strack et al., 1988). Furthermore, 
communicators  may be involved in role taking as a means of 
facilitating communication.  Assuming a new role often means 
activating an entirely different set of  stored knowledge. The im- 
pact of accessible constructs is again likely to be attenuated. 
Finally, the influence of accessible constructs may be d imin-  
ished in cases in which face-to-face communicat ion with a re- 
cipient takes place. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

Communicat ion can best be understood in the context of so- 
cial cognition, because social cognition is the basis for commu- 
nication. Social cogni t ion--which involves knowledge about 
the personal characteristics, needs, and expectations of cointer- 
ac tants- - is  essential in formulating the appropriate message. 
Furthermore, communicat ion relies on social knowledge, be- 
cause it frequently involves the exchange of information about 
others (Clark, 1985; Higgins, 1981 ). 

Social cognition also can best be understood in the context 
of communication.  The communicative message is the product  
of intense cognitive activity taking place in the communicator 's  
mind,  with cognitive activity being equivalent to transforma- 
tions of cognitive structures. Moreover, emitt ing a message can 
modify the communicator 's  own knowledge about the recipi- 
ent. By studying the communicat ion processes, one can ad- 
vance understanding of the nature  and workings of cognitive 
structures (Kraut  & Higgins, 1984). 

Forgas (1981) considered the communicative situation to be 
the very essence of social cognition. Markus and Zajonc (1985) 
maintained that one-way information-processing flowcharts do 
not  give justice to the communicative situation. As these au- 
thors put it, 

it is likely that in the near future the major new method of studying 
social cognition and of cognition in general will be the dialogue, 
supplementing the paradigm of recognition memory and reaction 

time. Individual subjects in interaction, each asking the other ques- 
tions and responding, may disclose a great deal of content and 
structure of their own cognitions and help reveal the cognitions of 
the other. (Markus & Zajonc, 1985, p. 212) 
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A p p e n d i x  

T a r g e t  Essays  U s e d  in  S t u d i e s  1 a n d  2 

Ralph 

Ralph has his own ideas about bow people should live. He feels that the 
world can be a much better place to live if everyone practices transcen- 
dental meditation. He envisions a world without hunger, poverty, or 
crime. He believes that once such a world is established, all political 
leaders can then step down from their posts, and all people, regardless 
of age, race, or nationality, will live in harmony together. (Unrealistic, 
Ideal&tic) 
A lot of people enjoy Ralph's humor. His is in the habit of making jokes 
out of the blue. Often times in parties his humor is quick to address 
the faults that people have or the mistakes that they have made. ( Witty, 
Sarcastic) 
Ralph recently started making attempts to keep up to date with cultural 
knowledge. He read a book about Europe, sat in a music appreciation 
workshop, and eats at fashionable ethnic restaurants. When being with 
friends, he often talks at length about foreign culture and art. (Culti- 
vated, Artificial) 
In order to improve his life Ralph tries to save money. He uses coupons, 
buys things on sale, and avoids donating money to charity or lending 
money to friends. (Thrifty, Stingy) 

DonaM 

Donald spends a great amount of his time in search of what he likes 
to call excitement. He has already climbed Mt. McKinley, done some 
skydiving, shot the Colorado rapids in a Kayak, driven in a demolition 
derby, and piloted a jet-powered boat--without knowing much about 
boats. He has been injured, and even risked death, a number of times. 
(Adventurous, Reckless) 
Donald has his own standards of behaving. As a student he would tell 
on fellow classmates whom he saw break school rules, like cheating on 
tests. In fact, he claimed to his friends that never once in his life he had 
thought about cheating. (Moral Self-righteous) 
Other than business engagements, Donald's contacts with people are 
surprisingly limited. He feels he doesn't really need to rely on anyone. 
(Aloof Independent) 
Once Donald makes up his mind to do something it is as good as done 
no matter how long it might take or how difficult the going might be. 
Only rarely does he change his mind even when it might be better if he 
had. (Persistent, Stubborn) 
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