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Mullen and Copper (1989, Social Cognition, 7, 373-388) claimed that Sedikides
and Qstrom’s (1988, Social Cognition, 6, 252-267) meta-analysis underestimated
the privileged role of person categories in the cognitive organization of information
about unfamiliar persons. To support their position, Mullen and Copper conducted
a revised meta-analysis of our data. They concluded that the data supported the
privileged status of persons categories. We dispute this conclusion. We argue that
(1) our application of meta-analytic strategies was justifiable by the existing literature
and our theoretical goals, (2) the substantial implications of Mullen and Copper’s
results were identical to ours, with one rather minor exception, and (3) this
exception downplays even further the role of person categories as organizers of
social information, despite Mullen and Copper’s claims. Mullen and Copper also
criticized us for neglecting to meta-analyze the potential impact of several additional
predictors of person organization. Although we believe it is specious to criticize
researchers for what they did not intend to accomplish, we could not fail to notice
that Mullen and Copper's meta-analysis is amenable to the same criticism.

A fundamental issue in social cognition is how perceivers impose
structure upon their social environment. Higher-order processes, such
as inferences and attributions, are affected in part by the cognitive
organization of social information.

We recently published a meta-analysis (Sedikides & Ostrom, 1988)
of 44 studies that evaluated the degree to which person categories
are used in the cognitive organization of information about unfamiliar
persons. In the typical person organization study, subjects are presented
with several descriptor items corresponding to each of multiple stimulus
persons and, after a brief distractor task, subjects are asked to recall

We'thank Janet Shibley Hyde and Kathy Ostrom for helpful suggestions. Correspondence
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the information. Subjects’ organizational structure is assessed by ana-
lyzing clustering patterns of stimulus information in free recall via
the Adjusted Ratio of Clustering (ARC; Roencker, Thompson, & Brown,
1971). .

The meta-analyzed studies were initially broken down into two
categories: person studies (where the only meaningful organizing
category was persons) and competing studies (where person categories
competed with descriptor categories for subjects’ organizational pref-
erence). Competing studies were further subdivided into studies em-
ploying social descriptors (e.g, traits, hobbies, occupations) and non-
social descriptors (e.g., day of the week, time of the day, location).

The meta-analysis reported four major findings. The first two
findings concerned the absolute use of person categories for unfamiliar
persons. First, person categories were reliably used as a means of
organizing these multiperson, multiattribute stimulus fields. This result
was based on all 44 studies. Second, unfamiliar person categories
were used as organizing aides regardless of whether the stimulus
field contained competing descriptor categories. This finding was based
on the 26 competing studies. The results led Sedikides and Ostrom
to conclude that, within the bounds of the experimental task employed,
perceivers “have a significant (although not large) tendency toward
organizing social information around person categories” (p. 252). This
meté-analytic conclusion contrasted an earlier conclusion derived from
primary levels of analyses (cf., Pryor & Ostrom, 1981; Pryor, Simpson,
Mitchell, Ostrom, & Lydon, 1982).

The other two meta-analytic findings concerned the relative use of
person categories. When both person and descriptor categories were
contained in the stimulus field, subjects did not manifest a dis-
tinct preference for one organizational strategy over the other (n =
.26 competing studies). However, subjects tended to exhibit a greater
relative preference for person organization in the case of nonsocial
descriptors (n = 9 competing studies) than in the case of social de-
scriptors (n = 17 competing studies).

In a comment on Sedikides and Ostrom (1988), Mullen and Copper
(1989) raised two concerns. First, they argued that Sedikides and
Ostrom applied meta-analytic techniques inappropriately to the problem
under investigation. Second, they criticized Sedikides and Ostrom for
not testing the effects of several additional predictors (besides the social
or nonsocial nature of descriptors) on person organization. Mullen
and Copper claimed that, as a result, Sedikides and Ostrom’s meta-
analytic findings “may lead to a fundamental misrepresentation of
the use of person categories for unfamiliar persons” (p. 374). To sub-
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stantiate their position, Mullen and Copper conducted a new meta-
analysis of the same 44 studies.

The present article (1) evaluates Mullen and Copper's claim that
Sedikides and Ostrom’s application of meta-analytic strategies was
inappropriate, (2) questions the value of Mullen and Copper’s meta-
analysis of additional predictors for the issue at stake (i.e., the or-
ganizational status of person categories), and (3) examines whether
Mullen and Copper’'s meta-analysis produced results that differed
from Sedikides and Ostrom’s results.

ON THE APPROPRIATENESS OF SEDIKIDES AND
OSTROM’S APPLICATION OF META-ANALYTIC
TECHNIQUES

Mullen and Copper provided a statistical reanalysis of the effects that
were the theoretical focus of our paper. We found this useful and
informative. The field of meta-analysis is still developing. More state-
of-the-art analytic techniques are frequently appearing in psychology
literature.

The statistical procedures we reported in our paper were in common
usage at the time we conducted our analyses. Although Mullen and
Copper provided no rationale for the superiority of the techniques
they used in their reanalyses, we assume that the rationale is provided
in the forthcoming volume they cite (Mullen, 1990). It seems likely
that in the future researchers will routinely adopt their techniques.
We hope, however, that Mullen and Copper will resist the urge to
reanalyze all past published meta-analyses that did not employ these
more recently developed statistical techniques.

We believe that our application of meta-analytic techniques was
entirely appropriate as far as both the existing meta-analytic literature
and our theoretical goals were concerned. We focus below on the
meta-analytic strategies that Mullen and Copper criticized.

REPORTING EFFECT SIZE ESTIMATES

Mullen and Copper identified an inconsistency in Sedikides and Os-
trom’s meta-analysis. In their own words, “the analyses regarding
the absolute use of person categories are based on significance levels
for the included hypothesis tests; however (Sedikides and Ostrom'’s)
analyses regarding the relative use of person categories within the
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competing studies are based on effect sizes for th? included hypothesis
tests” (p. 375). Mullen and Copper are wrong in the seconc;l half of
their assertion: Tests of the relative use of person categories were
based on both significance tests and effect sizes (e.g., see Sedikides
& Ostrom, 1988, p. 259).

In the case of absolute use of person categories, we indeed did
not report effect size estimates. The theoretical issue of interesf was
“is there person organization for unfamiliar stimulus persons?” (Se-
dikides & Ostrom, 1988, p. 257). This question did not concern the
size of the effects—only whether or not there was an effect. As Chow
(1988) has pointed out, effect sizes can not replace or even supplement
significance tests when a theoretical statement is evalua.ted. Theory
testing only requires a binary decision regarding the relatu?n between
two variables. Thus, reporting significance tests was sufficient for our
purpose.

Nevertheless, the magnitude of the effect was conveyed by re-
porting median ARC scores. Most meta-analyses deal with a diffuse
set of dependent measures. In our meta-analysis, the dependent mea-
sure was identical in all studies. Furthermore, the ARC measure is
an interval scale with rational anchors of zero (chance clustering) and
unity (perfect clustering). Median ARC scores are more informative
for the present issue than are effect sizes.

MEGA-ANALYSIS

Mullen and Copper took issue with our focused-contrast comparisons,
that is the comparison of two meta-analytic Z's for signiﬁcange. They
labeled this comparison “mega-analysis” or “meta-meta-analysis”, after
Dillon (1982), Kazdin, Durac, & Agteros (1979) and Smith (1982).

We strongly disagree with Mullen and Copper’s label of our fo-
cused-contrast comparisons as mega-analysis. Mega-analysis has been
defined (in a tongue-in-cheek manner) as a technical method that
“integrates findings in a single discipline” (Dillon, 1982, p. -35): The
papers cited by Mullen and Copper do not deal with the criteria for
selecting statistical techniques.

Our paper had nothing to do with mega-analysis. We simply
contrasted two subsets of results stemming from a program of research
(person organization) within a certain field (person memory) within
a certain area (social psychology) within a certain discipline (psy-
chology). We made no attempt to integrate findings of either a discipline,
an area or a field. Comparisons of such subsets of results are routine
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in the meta-analytic literature (e. g., Hyde, 1984; Hyde & Linn, 1988;
Stoffelmayr, Dillavou, & Hunter, 1983).

ON THE VALUE OF TESTING THE THREE ADDITIONAL
PREDICTORS

Mullen and Copper reproach us for not entering three potential pre-
dictors (exposure duration, distractor task duration, and name fre-
quency) into the meta-analysis. They go so far as to claim that this
underutilization of meta-analysis may have led us to fundamentally
misrepresent the use of person categories (p. 374).

CRITICIZING RESEARCHERS FOR WHAT THEY DID NOT
INTEND TO ACCOMPLISH

We applaud Mullen and Copper’s interest in studying the effect of
these three variables on the use of person categories. We believe that
this is an important area of research for social psychology and that
the field only benefits by the involvement of more researchers exploring
additional determinants of person organization processes. However,
we are perplexed as to why Mullen and Copper feel we were obligated
to study these three variables in our meta-analysis. We used the meta-
analysis to examine several theoretical issues that we had been grappling
with at the time. We resisted the temptation to use meta-analysis as
a fishing expedition, preferring to focus squarely on the a priori questions
in front of us at the time. We are not at all troubled by the fact that
others may wish to use our data to evaluate theoretical issues of special
interest to them.

Our meta-analysis had a concrete set of goals that apparently did
not happen to coincide with the goals Mullen and Copper wished the
meta-analysis to have. We believe that it is inappropriate for authors
to be criticized for what they did not intend to do. In fact, if we were
to use Mullen and Copper’s logic, we should in turn criticize them
for a failure to examine several additional predictors of person or-
ganization, such as sequencing or blocking of the stimulus information,
subjects’ processing objectives, number of person or descriptor cat-
egories, number of descriptor items, or the social referent (e. g., ingroup
versus outgroup).

Mullen and Copper leave the impression that we did not address
the issue of examining other moderating factors in our meta-analysis.
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is very issue was one of the foci of our discussion section
{n faczté;}—]t’;é';). };\ major point we made was that the randomized
ei;p:v.erirnent provides a far superior approach to studying fac:‘tors such
as those examined by Mullen and Copper. Indeed, experiments of
this kind have already established the impor_tance of factors like pro-
cessing goals (Pryor et al., 1982), informat%on redurldancy (Pryor,
Kott, & Bovee, 1984), information sequencing (Devmg & Ostrom,
1985; McCann, Ostrom, Mitchell, Herstein, & Pusqtejrl, 1983), and
out-group membership (Ostrom, Carp.e.nter, & Sedikides, 1986) on
the use of person categories for unfamiliar persons. ‘

We have to wonder whether Mullen and Copper were cognizant
of these studies. Their expanded meta-analysis led them to offer two
general conclusions. The first was that “the use of person categories
is not static and unassailable” (p. 384), thereby implying that tht's _has
corrected one of the “fundamental misrepresentations” of our original
paper. But nowhere in our paper did we claim that person category
usage had a static, immutable quality. Nor would we mfike such a
claim given the abundance of past studies (such as those cited above)
that overwhelmingly establish the liability of person category usage.

THE USE OF META-ANALYSIS WITH SINGLE VERSUS
MULTIPLE INSTANTIATION VARIABLES

Our decision to ignore exposure duration or .dur.ation? of thg distrac;or
task as potential predictors of person organization is consistent with
our beliefs about when meta-analyses are most helpful. _

There are two important categories of independent variables t'hat
can enter into meta-analyses: single instantiation variables and r‘nult?ple
instantiation variables. Single instantiation variables are ones like time
(or duration), number (or frequency), and probabil.ity_. For e?carr-lple,
an exposure duration of 30 sec has only one instantiation. lt. 1s.e1tht?r
30 sec or it is not 30 sec. No sampling of alternative instantiations 1s
involved. Multiple instantiation variables, on the other hand, are ones
like communicator credibility, gender of partner, and level of induced
anxiety. There are many instantiations of high credibility,‘femalen‘ess
of partner, and high anxiety situations. Any given study using multiple
instantiation variables usually employs only one instantiation of the
independent variable, but the investigator almost always wishes to
generalize to the entire population of instantiations. ‘

We believe that meta-analysis is most useful when applied to
independent variables that fall in the multiple instantiation class. All
the factors that we looked at in our paper were of this kind. We wanted
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to know whether usage of person categories for unfamiliar persons
was greater than chance; it is certainly true that multiple instances of
person categories exist. We wanted to know whether the use of person
categories was moderated by the presence of competing descriptor
categories; there clearly are multiple forms that such competing cat-
egories can take. We also wanted to know whether the use of person
categories is affected by whether the competing categories were social
or nonsocial in nature; multiple instantiations of both social and non-
social categories exist.

The two statistically significant factors examined by Mullen and
Copper in their reanalysis were both single instantiation variables:
duration of exposure and duration of distractor task. Such factors can
be cleanly manipulated in an experiment, yielding data far more in-
terpretable than those provided by a meta-analysis. In our paper, we
used meta-analysis where we believed it could be uniquely informative,
and avoided it where we believed it could be needlessly misleading.

USE OF AN INCOMPLETE DATA BASE

Mullen and Copper were interested in extending our meta-analysis
to investigate the effects of exposure duration, duration of distractor
task, and name frequency. A serious application of meta-analysis to
these issues would involve a thorough examination of the literature
to provide the relevant parameter values for as many studies as possible.
This appears not to have been done. They included only 14 of the 44
studies reported in our original paper.

This lack of comprehensiveness was not due to unavailability of
the necessary reference sources. For example, although all three pa-
rameters were available in a paper published in the Journal of Experimen-
tal Social Psychology (Pryor et al., 1984), none were entered into their
analysis. No parameters were coded from several studies available as
dissertations, and no request was made to either of us by either Mullen
or Copper for the reports from our files on which our original meta-
analysis was conducted. Consequently, the results reported by Mullen

and Copper regarding these additional variables must be regarded
with extreme caution.

THE PROBLEM OF CORRELATED PREDICTORS

In conducting meta-analyses that involve multiple predictors, the re-
searcher must be alert to the possibility of confounding among the
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several predictors. If two predictors are highly cprrelated with each
other, they simply cannot be considered to have md_epender\t effects
on the dependent variable. This very problem arose in the case of the
two significant predictors studied by Mullen ‘and Coppe‘r. They con-
cluded that both exposure duration and duration 'of the Fhs?rac.tor task
independently affected the use of person categories. This fmdx.ng was
important to their conclusion that person categories occupy a privileged
cognitive status. )

Unfortunately for Mullen and Copper’s argument, these two pre-
dictors were highly correlated, r(12) = .73, p = .003.‘ Perhaps the
confound would not have been so severe had the investigators coded
a higher proportion of the studies for the variables of interest to them.
Nonetheless, the issue of correlated predictors should be addre§sed
when it is relevant to interpreting the findings of a meta—analy.sx‘s.

The issue of correlated predictors did not arise in the Sednku{ies
and Ostrom (1988) meta-analysis. One predictor (social.vs. nonso.aal)
was nested within the other predictor (person vs. competing categories),
thereby eliminating any possibility of confounding.

DO MULLEN AND COPPER’S RESULTS DIFFER FROM
SEDIKIDES AND OSTROM'’S RESULTS?

Mullen and Copper’s meta-analysis had only a minimum effect on
the implications of our meta-analysis. The first, and most'gnportant,
conclusion Sedikides and Ostrom reached was that unfamiliar person
categories are spontaneously used in structuring a multipe.rson, multi-
attribute stimulus array. This is exactly the same cor}clusmn reached
by Mullen and Copper. The second conclusion Sedikides and OSF“.)m
drew was that unfamiliar person categories are employed as organizing
structures even when subjects have the option to organize their social
world by alternative, nonperson, descriptor categories. Mullen and
Copper replicated this finding as well.

Third, Sedikides and Ostrom found that when both person and
descriptor categories are available, subjects do not exhibit a preference
for one organizational strategy over the other. Mullen ar_ld_ Copper
obtained exactly the same pattern of results. Finally, SEd'lkldeS and
Ostrom found a slight preference for person organization in the case
of nonsocial descriptors, a finding also echoed by Mullen and Copper.

The only novel finding that the Mullen and Copper meta-analysis
can claim is the lower use of person categories in competing as compared
to person studies. In our view, this result provides a powerful argument
favoring the use of their statistical techniques over ours. It bothered
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us at the time that this fairly substantial difference in ARC scores
(Person Category Mean = .241; Competing Category Mean = .145)
did not emerge statistically significant. Clearly, their approach has
greater power to detect the reliability of such differences.

Although we agree with this change in the statistical conclusions
of our paper, it is important to note that this does not refute any of
the substantive conclusions we drew. These conclusions are summarized
in the two preceding paragraphs.

DO PERSON CATEGORIES HOLD A PRIVILEGED
ORGANIZATIONAL STATUS?

By far, the most important issue raised by Mullen and Copper had
to do with whether person categories are fundamentally different from
other categories for organizing social information about unfamiliar
people. They rejected our claim that person categories showed no
unique properties that differentiated them from alternative descriptor
categories available to persons when acquiring and retrieving social
information.

They offered four reasons in their discussion in support of their
conclusion. First, they emphasized that person categories continued
to be used even when competing descriptor categories were available.
But they seemed not to consider the parallel question of whether the
competing descriptor categories also continued to be used even when
person categories were available. Their conclusion demands that the
answer to this parallel question be no.

The answer to this question was available in our data. We found
that the median ARC for Person Categories was .145 and for Descriptor
Categories was .142. This small difference was found both by us and
by Mullen and Copper to be nonsignificant. Clearly, the answer to
the parallel question is yes. Alternative descriptor categories are just
as potent in the presence of person categories as person categories
are in the presence of descriptor categories. These data support our .
conclusion, not theirs.

The remaining three reasons offered by Mullen and Copper to
support their stand targeted their findings from the three new variables
they examined in their reanalyses. The second and third reasons
derived from the findings that exposure duration and duration of the
distractor task showed more of an effect on person categories than
on descriptor categories. We regard these findings as provocative
rather than definitive. We would give those findings more credence
had a more exhaustive sample of the relevant studies been included
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and had the confounding between the two predictors been eliminated.
But even if their meta-analytic findings would hold up un{ier thgse
improved circumstances, we would regard this at best as an incentive
for them to conduct the appropriate randomized expenlments inves-
tigating these two single instantiation independent varxable?,. B

Mullen and Copper’s fourth reason highlighted the'nonmgmﬁcant
tendency of name frequency to affect person categories more than
descriptor categories. But the lack of significance of thl_s effect makes
it more conjecture than substantiation of their conclusion. _

Given that Mullen and Copper did not offer any compelling data
in support of their conclusions, their argument for a “privileged po-
sition” occupied by person categories is not credible. Laboratory s’cpdjes
that have used the appropriate experimental designs and comparisons
to test the “privileged position” notion have obtained an e_ffect for
descriptor categories that is symmetrical to the effect obtained for
person categories (e.g., Devine & Ostrom, 1985; Pryor et al., ‘1982).
Mullen and Copper have provided no solid evidence that could di.spute
Sedikides and Ostrom’s (1988) conclusion: “When all of the determinants
of category strength are balanced out, person categories are no more
preferred than are nonperson categories. Hence, th.ey‘seem not t?
hold a privileged position in the organization of social information
(p- 262).

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

Commentary in science is a necessary enterprise that adds vitality to
any domain of inquiry. We certainly welcome such attentive reactions
to our published work. But we would caution those who em})ark on
the pathway of critical commentary to thoroughly examine their prem-
ises, analyses, and conclusions prior to publication.

We recommend to those wayfarers a delightful nineteenth century
poem by James Thomas Fields (1953) titled “The owl-critic.” It begins
by a self-proclaimed owl-eologist walking into a barber shop and
blustering over the artificiality of a stuffed white owl sitting on a perch.
He complains to the barber:

“Mister Brown, I'm amazed
You should be so gone crazed
As to put up a bird
In that posture absurd
To look at that owl really brings on dizziness
The man who stuffed him don’t half know his business!”
And the Barber kept on shaving.
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Later on the critic offers his own expertise:

“With some sawdust and bark
I could stuff in the dark

An owl better than that.

I could make an old hat

Look more like an owl

Than that horrid fowl,

Stuck up there so stiff like a side of coarse leather.
In fact, about him there’s not one natural feather.”

But the unfortunate critic got his comeuppance in the end:

“Just then, with a wink and a sly normal lurch,
The owl, very gravely, got down from his perch,
Walked round, and regarded his fault-finding critic
(Who thought he was stuffed) with a glance analytic
And then fairly hooted, as if he would say:
“Your learning’s at fault this time, any way;
Don’t waste it again on a live bird, I pray.
I'm an owl; you're another. Sir Critic, good-day!”
And the Barber kept on shaving,
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