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This research investigates the similarities and differences between the impact of
priming traits and the impact of priming their antonyms. The findings of five studies
demonstrate that person judgments may be affected not only by priming descriptively
relevant traits, but also by primes that are antonyms of these traits. The direction of the
effect of activating traits versus antonyms is dependent on (1) whether the trait inferences
are descriptively relevant or irrelevant and evaluatively moderate or extreme, (2) whether
they refer to behavior labels or person descriptions, and (3) whether they activate
information that overlaps with the dimension on which the target is to be judged.
Implications for models of knowledge accessibility are discussedz000 Academic Press

People are inveterate interpreters. They effortlessly and habitually infer me
ing (e.g., “lazy”) from observed behavior (e.g., “taking the elevator up or
floor”). Several studies have demonstrated that such spontaneous trait infere
(STIs) may have important consequences for subsequent judgment (see Ule
Newman, & Moskowitz, 1996). Specifically, they may serve as “primes” ar
affect the impressions people form of others. Thus, exposure to a person \
engages in behavior that strongly implies a particular trait construct (e.g., “
thought he could handle most problems that would come up” implies “con
dent”) may guide the perception of another person, whose behavior is ambi
ously related to this trait (e.g., “By the way he acted one could readily guess t
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he was well aware of his ability to do many things well”). In other words, “doin
X" may result in “priming X.”

Traits versus Antonyms

To date, investigations of the consequences of STIs have focused on ti
implying behaviors that ardescriptively relevanto the ambiguous target be-
havior that is to be judged. Typically, what is investigated is the impact of
subtle activation of, say, “adventurous” behavior versus “reckless” behavior
subsequent judgments of an ambiguous “adventurous/reckless” target descri
(Stapel & Koomen, 1996; Stapel, Koomen, & Van der Pligt, 1996). In the prese
research, we will address the importance of descriptive prime—target overlap
the occurrence of priming effects in several ways. Our first concern is wi
comparing the effects of trait inferences that are descriptively relevant to
ambiguous target stimulus to the effects of trait inferences that are opposite
antonymous to these descriptively relevant inferences. Suppose one has to
an impression of someone who is described as follows: “Only rarely did Jo
change his mind even when it might have been better if he had.” This beha
description may be taken as an indication of “persistence” as well as “stubbc
ness.” STIs priming “stubborn” activate information that is descriptively releva
to this ambiguous behavior description. Hence such STls are likely to affi
perceivers’ impressions of John (see Stapel & Koomen, 1996; Stapel et
1996). But what about STIs that activate behavioral information that is
antonymof “stubborn” and thus shows no descriptive overlap with the targ
behavior? Will behavior that implies an antonym of “stubborn,” say “flexible” o
“agreeable,” affect the perception of a persistent/stubborn target, and if so, he
This is the question that started off the research reported in this paper.

There are several reasons why finding an answer to this question may
important. First, previous investigations have not compared the consequence
priming trait inferences versus antonyms of these inferences. To date, no prin
study has investigated the impact of priming “traits” versus “antonyms” c
subsequent judgment (see, e.g., Higgins, 1996). Second, the question of wh
priming trait inferences that are antonyms of descriptively relevant trait infe
ences may influence target judgments has relevance for the ecological validit
priming effects. In typical priming studies the accessibility of particular cor
structs is increased through external priming manipulations, for example thro
the incidental presentation of actual trait words (see Higgins, Rholes, & Jon
1977; Srull & Wyer, 1979). However, the ecological validity of priming researc
depends on the assumption that such trait terms are activated as part of ever
psychological functioning. Studies on the priming properties of STIs establist
the ecological validity of priming research by demonstrating that single beh:
ioral incidents may steer the perception of a subsequently presented ta
stimulus—given that these incidents are infused with meaning which is relev
to the target stimulus (Stapel et al., 1996). If it is the case that judgments of
ambiguous target are affected not only by trait inferences that are descripti
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relevant to this target, but also by primes that are antonymous to these inferer
the range ofunambiguousbehaviors that may assist in the interpretation o
ambiguoushehaviors is enlarged, thus further increasing the ecological valid
of priming research. A third reason for investigating the impact of trait inferenc
versus antonyms of these inferences concerns the possible ramifications
existing models of priming effects. If target judgments are affected not only
descriptively relevant traits, but also by descriptivalyelevant antonyms of

these traits, theories that stress the importance of descriptive applicability for
occurrence of priming effects may need to be amended (see Higgins, 1996

The Present Research

In the present research, we will investigate the impact of trait inferences
impressions of an ambiguous target person (e.g., Mark, whose behavior ma
interpreted as “confident” or “conceited”)in our studies, we will compare the
impact of particular trait inferences (e.g., inferences which are descriptive
relevant to the target, say “confident” vs “conceited”) and the impact of tre
inferences that are antonyms of these inferences (e.g., “insecure” vs “mode:

We present five experiments in which the consequences of exposure
trait-implying behaviors are compared to the consequences of exposure
behaviors that imply antonyms of these traits. In order to be able to relate
study to recent advances in the study of priming effects, we combined
investigation of the consequences of trait inferences versus antonyms of tt
inferences with manipulations influencing the extremity of the activated tr:
inference (cf. Stapel & Koomen, 2000) and with manipulations influencir
whether trait inferences are likely to instigate interpretation or comparison effe
(cf. Stapel et al., 1996). In doing so, we could investigate the similarities a
differences between the consequences of activating “traits” versus “antonyms
situations that are known to yield different types of priming effects.

In Experiment 1, we investigated how participants judged an ambiguc
(confident/conceited) target when they were primed with descriptively relev:
trait inferences (“confident” vs “conceited”) versus antonyms of these inferenc
(“insecure” vs “modest”). We also included conditions in which participan
were primed with descriptively irrelevant trait inferences (“thrifty” vs “stingy”)
and antonyms of these traits (“excessive” vs “generous”). In Experiment 2,
focused on the impact of behaviors implying traits that were descriptive
irrelevant but evaluatively very extreme by testing the impact of behavic
implying “extreme” traits (e.g., “honest” vs “aggressive”) versus behavio

It is important to clearly define the type of stimuli we refer to in the case of “ambiguous” targ
stimuli. Both cognitive and social psychologists have investigated the impact of different types
ambiguous (vague or mixed) targets (see Stapel & Koomen, 2000). As in most previous studie
priming effects, in the present experiments the target stimuli consist of a behavior description that
features associated to the same degree with two or more constructs that are descriptively simile
imply evaluatively discrepant evaluations (see Higgins, 1996; Higgins & Brendl, 1995; Stapel
Koomen, 2000).
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implying antonyms of these traits (e.g., “dishonest” vs “sweet”) on judgments
a persistent/stubborn target.

In Experiments 1 and 2, we used an experimental paradigm in which tre
implying sentences are likely to activate abstract behavior labels (e.g., “col
dent”). In previous research, it has been shown that priming abstract concep
likely to yield different effects than priming specific persons (“Peter is a con
dent person”; see Stapel & Koomen, 1996; Stapel et al., 1996). In Experime
3 through 5, we assess the impact of trait inferences versus antonyms ul
conditions in which person descriptions rather than behavior labels are activa

EXPERIMENT 1: DESCRIPTIVE RELEVANCE

Previous studies have demonstrated that exposure to trait-implying beha
may affect subsequent impressions of a target stimgliventhat this behavior
activates constructs that are relevant to the disambiguation of the target stimt
In the present experiment, we investigate the impact of priming trait inferenc
as well as antonyms of these inferences. Thus, the main question of the pre
experiment is what effect, if any, may a sentence implying “insecure” (e.g., “t
thought he could not handle any problem that might come up when writing |
thesis”) have on judgments of a person who is described in a way that may
taken as indicating self-confidence as well as arrogance (e.g., “By the way
acted one could readily guess that he was well aware of his ability to do me
things well”). Previous research suggests that such “antonymous” behay
descriptions are unlikely to exert effects on judgment because semantic ove
between prime and target stimulus is one of the preconditions for priming effe
to occur (Erdley & D'Agostino, 1988; Higgins et al., 1977; Sedikides, 199(
Sinclair, Mark, & Shotland, 1987; Srull & Wyer, 1979; see Higgins, 1996). Fc
example, Higgins et al. (1977) conducted a study in which participants we
assigned to conditions that exposed them either to traits that were descripti
relevant to an ambiguous target description (e.g., priming, “adventurous”
“reckless”; target, “adventurous/reckless”) or to traits that were descriptive
irrelevant to this target (e.g., “obedient” vs “disrespectful”). The results show
that only descriptively relevant primes influenced participants’ characterizatic
of the target stimulus.

Thus, priming “insecure” behavior is unlikely to exerdaect effect on the
interpretation of a behavior description that may hint at either self-confidence
arrogance because this behavior is descriptively irrelevant to the target stimi
(self-confident/arrogant behavior is unlikely to be characterized as insecu
However, the descriptively irrelevant construct “insecure” bears a special relat
to the descriptively relevant construct “confident.” These constructs are e:
other’santonymsr opposites (see Hampson, 1998). Because of this antonymg
relation, it is not unlikely that increasing the activation level of one of thes
constructs will increase the accessibility of the other construct, so that prim
“insecure” is likely to increase the accessibility of “confident” (cf. Higgins
1996). It is unlikely, though, that suchdirect priming effects would occur per
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se. After all, there is no indication in previous priming research that the imp:
of priming a positive (or negative) construct may be neutralized because prim
this construct concurrently activates its opposite. In fact, research on prim
effects is based on evidence from studies in cognitive psychology that activat
an evaluatively charged construct, for example “insecure,” will increase t
accessibility of constructs of similar valence, not of opposite valence. Go
things activate positive, not negative, thoughts (see Bower & Mayer, 1989).

In the present research, we are not concerned with associative priming eff
per se. We are not interested in assessing whether or not priming “insecure
likely to activate “confident.” We are interested in whether or not primin
“insecure” may affect judgments of a specific, ambiguous target stimulus. T
target stimulus is likely to play an important role in whether or not primini
effects will occur (see also Higgins & Brendl, 1995; Stapel & Koomen, 200C
Specifically, we hypothesize that when “insecure” behavior is activated and
task is to disambiguate a “confident/conceited” target person, a priming &ffec
likely to occur. The reasoning behind this hypothesis is as follows: Suppos
perceiver is trying to form an impression of a target whose behavior could
interpreted as “confident” or “conceited.” This will increase the activation lev
of each of these rivaling meanings (Higgins & Brendl, 1995). Priming a constrt
(e.g., insecure) that is antonymous—and thus closely associateaiytoneof
these meanings (confident) is likely to further increase the accessibility of t
meaning. Target judgments are likely to reflect this. In other words, primil
antonyms of descriptively relevant constructs will produce priming effects b
cause these antonyms refer to one pole of a dimension (e.g., confident—inse«
of which the opposite pole is descriptively relevant to the target stimulus. Th
priming “insecure” behavior will result in perceiving a confident/conceited targ
person as confident rather than conceited.

In the present experiment, we test this hypothesis by exposing participant
behaviors implying traits that are descriptively relevant to an ambiguous tar
and by exposing them to behaviors implying antonyms of these traits. We &
included control conditions in which descriptively irrelevant trait-implying be
haviors were primed (e.g., prime, thrifty vs excessive; target, confident/cc
ceited). We did not expect these descriptively irrelevant behaviors to exert
effect on target judgments because the implied traits as well as their antonyms
unlikely to be used in the interpretation of the target.

Method
Procedure, Materials, and Measures

Participants received a booklet titled “Language Comprehension Questi
naire.” On the front page of this questionnaire, participants were told that on-
next pages they would find several texts that were printed in a box and in b
type. Participants were instructed to read these texts carefully and attentively
to answer the questions that accompanied each text.
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Trait-implying sentencesOn the second page the trait-implying sentenc
appeared. This sentence was introduced as a behavior description extracted
a text in which “a particular kind of behavior” was described. Depending c
experimental condition, different trait-implying sentences were presented. Th
sentences were based on a listing of trait-inference norms by Uleman (1988)
construct these norms, Uleman’s respondents were asked to generate up to
traits describing the target actors in each sentence. Trait agreement in tt
sentences was determined by coding the traits listed by participants. Percent
were calculated by dividing each unique trait response to a sentence by the 1
number of responses. Experimental sentences were chosen that were stro
their ability to imply traits (at least 60% of Uleman’s participants agreed on tl
trait they believed was implied by the sentence; see also Stapel et al., 199¢

In conditions in which descriptivelyelevant behaviors were primed, the
experimental sentences were related to the trait dimension that characterize
target stimuli to be judged later on (confident, conceited), whereas in conditic
in which descriptivelyirrelevant traits were primed (thrifty, stingy), the exper-
imental sentences were unrelated to this target dimension. To construct sente
in which actors were described as engaging in behavior that was antonymou
the described behaviors, we took the relevant and irrelevant Uleman sentel
and changed them in a way such that the antonym of the implied trait was lik
to be activated. These newly constructed sentences were pretested using
Uleman procedure (see above). Thirty-five participants were asked to generat
to three trait words describing the actors in each sentence. For each of
antonym sentences, at least 30 participants (86%) generated one or more
labels that were antonymous to the trait implied by the original sentences.
these participants generated trait words, not negations of the traits implied by
original sentence (e.g., “insecure” rather than “not confident”). Below, each
the antonym priming sentences is followed by the trait word that was genera
by at least 25 pretest participants.

In conditions in which participants were exposed to behaviors implyir
“basic” traits (Trait Prime condition}, the following sentences were used in the
“relevant” conditions: “He thought he could handle most problems that wou
come up” (confident); “He knew he was the best and didn’t hesitate to tell peo
about it” (conceited). The “irrelevant” sentences were “He only bought cloth
and appliances that were on sale” (thrifty); “He earned a lot of money, but ne
gave anything to charity” (stingy).

In conditions in which participants were exposed to behaviors implyir
“antonymous” traits Antonym Prime conditionsthe following sentences were
used in “relevant” conditions: “He thought he would not be able to handle mc
problems that would come up” (insecure); “People told him he was the best,
he always said others were much better” (modest). The “irrelevant” senten
were “He always bought clothes and appliances that were top of the line and v
expensive” (excessive); “He earned a lot of money and gave 50% of his ye:
income to charity” (generous).
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TABLE 1
Experiment 1: Mean Ratings of Confident/Conceited Mark on the Dimension “Confiden
Conceited” after Exposure to Trait-Implying Behaviors as a Function of Prime Trait Valence, Pril
Relevance, and Prime Type

Prime type
Trait Antonym
Prime valence: Positive Negative Antonym of Antonym of
trait trait positive trait negative trait
Prime relevance:

Relevant Confident Conceited Insecure Modest
3.6 5.0 35 4.9

Irrelevant Thrifty Stingy Excessive Generous
45 43 43 4.4

Note.Scale range is from 1 to 7. Higher scores indicate more negative ratings. Words printe
italics refer to trait terms describing the trait-implying sentence participants were exposed to in €
condition.

Target stimulus and rating scale@n the third page the ambiguous targe
description appeared. Participants were instructed to read this description ar
form an impression of the person described. The description was pretested
determined to be ambiguous along the dimension implied by the trait-implyi
sentence. The description contained behavior that was ambiguous along
“confident—conceited” dimension, and read as follows: “By the way he acted c
could readily guess that Mark was well aware of his ability to do many thing
well.” After reading this description, participants were asked to indicate the
impression of Mark by circling a number on a relevant 7-point scale=(1
“confident,” 7 = “conceited”) (cf. Stapel et al., 1996).

Participants and Design

One hundred one undergraduate students participated in this experimen
partial course credit. Participants were assigned randomly to the conditions
2 (Prime Trait Valence: positive, negative) 2 (Prime Relevance: relevant,
irrelevant) X 2 (Prime Type: trait, antonym) factorial between-subjects desig

Results and Discussion

We performe a 2 (Prime Trait ValenceX 2 (Prime RelevanceX 2 (Prime
Type) analysis of variance (ANOVA) to test our predictions. This ANOV/
revealed a main effect of prime trait valenég,1, 93) = 6.28,p < .05, that
was qualified by a Prime Trait Valence Prime Relevance interactioifr,(1,
93) = 7.07,p < .01. Noother main or interaction effects reached ordinar
levels of significance. As can be seen in Table 1, these effects support
predictions. Ratings of the target stimulus were unaffected for participants w
were shown sentences implying descriptively irrelevant traits or antonyms
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these traitsll = 4.4). Target ratings were affected, however, when participan
were exposed to behavior descriptions priming descriptively relevant traits
antonyms of these traits. Comparisons of the relevant means showed that
ticipants primed with “confident” behavior rated the target as more confide
(M = 3.6) than did participants primed with “conceited” behavidt & 5.0),
F(1, 93) = 6.83,p < .05. Participants primed with “insecure” behavior ratec
the target as more confideri(= 3.5) than participants primed with “modest”
behavior M = 4.9), F(1, 93) = 6.85,p < .05.

These findings support the general idea that trait inferences may guide
manner in which subsequent behavior is judged and thus replicate earlier stu
of the consequences of STls (e.g., Stapel et al., 1996). Moreover, this experin
provides the first evidence that not only descriptively relevant traits, but al
antonyms of these traits, may affect subsequent judgments.

EXPERIMENT 2: EVALUATIVE EXTREMITY

The findings of Experiment 1 show that priming descriptively relevant beha
ior or antonyms of such behavior is likely to result in similar target judgment
Respondents perceived a confident/conceited target as relatively confident v
they were primed with either “confident” or “insecure” behavior, whereas the
perceived this target as relatively conceited when they were primed with “cc
ceited” or “modest” behavior. Priming descriptively irrelevant behavior showe
no effect at all, independent of whether traits or their antonyms were primed. T
may lead one to conclude that a descriptively irrelevant construct is likely
affect the perception of an ambiguous target only if this construct is an anton
of one of the meanings implied in the target.

In the present experiment, we will demonstrate that there is yet another rc
via which descriptively irrelevant antonyms may affect judgments. As in tt
“irrelevant” conditions in Experiment 1, we will prime trait inferences that ar
descriptively irrelevant for interpretation of a target stimulus. In Experiment
these trait constructs were evaluatively moderate, namely “thrifty” vers
“stingy,” traits that do not have strong evaluative implications (see Andersc
1968). In the present experiment we will prime trait inferences that have strc
evaluative implications, such as “honest” or “aggressiv@he may argue that
when the task is to judge an ambiguous target in relation to which the
inferences are descriptively irrelevant, for example a persistent/stubborn per:
these inferences are unlikely to exert any effect. An alternative hypothe:
however, is that the evaluative extremity of these behaviors may be sufficien
guide target interpretation, overriding their descriptive inapplicability. This,
course, implies that distinguishing between evaluatively extreme “traits” a

%It is important to note that in each of the five experiments reported here, priming stimuli, tar
descriptions, and judgment dimensions referred to personality traits that were pretested in an e
study on dimensions such as “evaluative extremity” and “categorical breadth” (Stapel & Koom
2000). Pretest results may be obtained by writing to Diederik A. Stapel.
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“antonyms” becomes relatively meaningless. As the findings of Experimen
suggest, when one is investigating the impactegéluatively moderateon-
structs, it is important to distinguish between primes, for example “persiste
and “lazy,” because one of these antonymously related constructs may
descriptively relevant to an ambiguous (e.qg., persistent/stubborn) target stimt
whereas the other may not. However, when one is testing the effects of antc
mously related constructs that arealuatively extremesuch as “honest” versus
“dishonest” and “fantastic” versus “horrible,” the effects will be driven by th
evaluative extremity (positive vs negative) rather than by the descriptive re
vance of the activated information. In other words, the impact of traits vers
antonyms will differ importantly when one compares the impact of descriptive
relevant traits and their antonyms to the impact of evaluatively extreme traits
their antonyms.

Although several models of priming effects have suggested that semal
overlap between prime and target stimulus is one of the preconditions for prim
effects to occur (see Higgins, 1996; Wyer & Srull, 1989), there are seve
studies that provide support for the argument that when primed informatior
evaluatively extreme, descriptive applicability is less of an issue. For examy
studies on the impact of mood on social perception have demonstrated |
people’s moods may affect their judgments of ambiguous targets. These stu
show how rather general, positive or negative thoughts and ruminations n
affect subsequent judgments of ambiguous target descriptions (e.g., Forge
Bower, 1987; Martin, 1986). Furthermore, in a set of recent studies on t
differences between descriptive and evaluative priming effects, we showed
judgments of an ambiguous person description were affected by descriptiv
irrelevant priming stimuli,given that these stimuli were evaluatively extreme
(Stapel & Koomen, 2000).

Thus, previous investigations suggest that priming evaluatively extreme inf
mation may successfully be imported into the present paradigm. Therefore, in
present experiment, we investigate the influence of descriptively irreleva
evaluatively extreme trait inferences and their antonyms, as primed by a sir
behavior description. Participants were exposed to trait-implying sentences
fore they were asked to judge an ambiguous, persistent/stubborn target.
predicted that participants’ target judgments would show a different pattern t
in the “relevant” conditions in Experiment 1, that is a patterneshluative
priming effects: Priming extremely positive constructs (traits or antonym
should result in positive judgments and priming extremely negative constru
(traits or antonyms) should result in negative judgments.

Method
Procedure, Materials, and Measures

The procedure, materials, and measures were the same as in Experime
except that different (i.e., extreme) trait-implying sentences were used (
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below). These were pretested in the pilot study described eanlier 85; see
Experiment 1). Below, each of the priming sentences is followed by the tr
word that was generated by at least 31 pretest participants.

Trait-implying sentenceslo activate evaluative extreme trait constructs, w
used trait-implying sentences implying exceptional levels of “honesty” ai
“aggressiveness.” Studies of the extremity (or social desirability) of personal
traits suggest that these trait constructs are perceived as socially very desir
and undesirable, respectively (Anderson, 1968; Stapel & Koomen, 2000).

In Trait Prime conditionsthe following sentences were used: “When he foun
a lost wallet with an address and a lot of money in it, he immediately took t
train to return it to the lawful owner” (honest); “He was very angry and felt hu
by what she said, threatened her with a knife, and said he would hurt her un
she took back what she said” (aggressive) Aimtonym Prime conditionghe
following sentences were used: “When he found a lost wallet with an address
a lot of money in it, he immediately took the money out of it and threw the wall
away” (dishonest); “He was very angry and felt hurt by what she said, but
contained himself and tried to solve the conflict in a mature, civilized wa
(sweet).

Participants and Design

Fifty-one undergraduate students participated in this experiment for par
course credit. Participants were assigned randomly to the conditiars @rime
Trait Valence: positive, negativeX 2 (Prime Type: trait, antonym) factorial
between-subjects design.

Results and Discussion

We performe a 2 (Prime Trait ValenceX 2 (Prime Type) ANOVA to test our
predictions. This ANOVA revealed the predicted Prime Trait ValeRcEBrime
Type interactionF(1, 47) = 8.44,p < .01 (other effectskFs < 1). As can be
seen in Table 2, the interaction supports our prediction. Comparisons of
relevant means show that participants primed with “honest” behavior rated
target as more confident( = 3.8) than did participants primed with “aggres-
sive” behavior M = 4.9),F(1, 47) = 3.80,p = .05. Participants primed with
“dishonest” behavior rated the target as less confideht( 5.1) than partici-
pants primed with behavior implying “sweetM( = 3.9), F(1, 47) = 4.26,

p < .05.

These findings again support the notion that inferences may guide the sul
quent interpretation and judgment of ambiguous behavior. Furthermore, th
findings replicate previous studies showing that priming evaluatively extrer
constructs may affect judgments of an ambiguous target, even when tt
constructs are descriptively irrelevant to this target (see Stapel & Koomen, 20(
When we view the present results in combination with the findings of Experime
1, the differences between evaluative and descriptive priming demonstrate
interesting pattern of results concerning the impact of priming antonyms. In 1
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TABLE 2
Experiment 2: Mean Ratings of Confident/Conceited Mark on the Dimension “Confiden
Conceited” after Exposure to Descriptively Irrelevant, Evaluatively Extreme Trait-Implying Beha
iors as a Function of Prime Trait Valence and Prime Type

Prime type
Trait Antonym
Prime valence: Positive Negative Antonym of Antonym of
trait trait positive trait negative trait
Honest Aggressive Dishonest Sweet
3.8 4.9 5.1 3.9

Note.Scale range is from 1 to 7. Higher scores indicate more negative ratings. Words printec
italics refer to trait terms describing the trait-implying sentence participants were exposed to in €
condition.

case of descriptively relevant trait inferences, priming trait inferences results
evaluatively identicakffects as priming antonyms of these inferences. The de
of Experiment 1 indicate that when a perceiver is forming an impression o
confident/conceited target description, both the activation of “confident” (po
tive) and “insecure” (negative) behavior results in more positive judgmen
However, in the case of descriptively irrelevant, evaluatively extreme tr:
inferences, priming traits versus antonyms is likely to prodewaluatively
oppositeeffects. The data of Experiment 2 suggest that when a perceiver
forming an impression of a confident/conceited target description, the activat
of “honest” (positive) will yield positive judgments, whereas the activation c
“dishonest” will result in negative judgments. In other words, the impact
activating antonymous constructs is dependent on the descriptive relevance
evaluative extremity of what these constructs are antonyms of.

EXPERIMENT 3: PRIMING PERSONS

Previous research on the implications of STls suggests that when one
investigating the impact of trait inferences on subsequent person judgments,
direction of this impact may be dependent on whether these inferences refe
behavior labels or to person descriptions (Stapel & Koomen, 1996; Stapel et
1996). In the present experiment, we set out to further our understanding of
impact of traits versus antonyms by assessing the impact of trait inferences
situation in which concretpersongather than abstrabiehavioral categorieare
activated.

As social cognition research has shown time and again, when an abstract
concept is activated at the time information about a target person is received,
concept is relatively likely to be used twategorizethe target (see Fiske &
Neuberg, 1990) oimterpretthe target’s behavior (see Higgins, 1996) in a wa
that reflects the use of the activated information as an interpretation frame (
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Stapel et al., 1996). On the other hand, when trait inferences refer to spe
persons, the social perceiver may be more likely to consider the target inforr
tion in comparisonto this specific and distinctive person representation. Whe
this is the case, people will use the activated person concept as a compat
standard, resulting in contrastive comparison effects.

Investigations of comparative and social judgment have shown that if spec
category exemplars are cognitively activated, these exemplars are likely to st
as an anchor to which the target is compared and contrasted (see Eiser, 1
Kahneman & Miller, 1986). When the task is to judge a target person, activa
behavior labels such as “confident” may not be perceived as sufficiently disti
to be used as a judgmental anchor. Furthermore, sabhviorlabels may not be
similar enough to the targetersonto serve as a relevant comparison standar
Specific actor—trait links such as “Peter is confident,” on the other hand,
relatively distinct and similar to the target and are therefore more likely
produce contrastive comparison effects. This does not mean, however, tha
effect of priming abstract behavior labels is null. Accessible abstract behay
labels are likely to function as a general interpretation frame when informati
about the target stimulus is categorized, so that assimilation may occur (
Higgins, 1996; Stapel et al., 1996). An important determinant of whether or r
behavior labels will be a guide to interpretation is their (descriptive or evaluati
applicability to the interpretation of the target stimulus, as is testified by tl
findings of Experiments 1 and 2.

In the present experiment, we extend our investigation of the impact of tr
inferences versus antonyms to a situation in which person concepts rather
abstract behavior labels are activated. Thus we move from the domain
“interpretation effects” to the domain of “comparison effects.” In Experiments
and 2, participants were given a trait-implying sentence and told that tl
sentence described a particulaehavior (cf. Stapel & Koomen, 1996). Not
surprisingly, participants’ judgments showed assimilative interpretation effec
Their judgments of the target stimulus reflected the use of (directly or indirect
primed information as an interpretation frame.

In the present experiment, participants were given a trait-implying senter
and told that this sentence described a particopéason(see Stapel & Koomen,
1996). The predictions for the impact of trait inferences are rather straightf
ward: Participants who are told that the trait-implying sentences describe
person are expected to form trait inferences of which the referents are pel
concepts and should exhibit contrast effects in their judgments. Thus, wi
participants have to judge a target (Mark) whose behavior may be interprete
confident or conceited, exposure to a sentence activating “Peter is confiden
likely to result in contrast effects, indicating that confident/conceited Mark wi
be judged as relatively less confident (and more conceited) when Peter serve
an accessible comparison standard. Similarly, Mark will be perceived as |
conceited (and more confident) when participants are primed with a descript
of arrogant Peter.
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In conditions in which a person description is activated that is antonymous
descriptively relevant trait constructs, we also expect contrast effects to oc
Here, the activated actor—trait links are likely to provide anchor points that are
exact opposite of the ones in the “relevant” conditions. These anchor points re
to constructs that are descriptively irrelevant to interpreting the target (e.
“Peter is insecure”), but because they appositesof the anchors that form the
relevant judgment dimension (e.g., confident—conceited), they are likely to
perceived as meaningful comparison standards when judging the target on
dimension. To put it more concretely, in comparison with an insecure person,
behavior of confident/conceited Mark is likely to be viewed as relatively con
dent. And similarly, the behavior of Mark is more likely to be judged as conceit
when a modest person is activated as the norm. Thus, we predict that the im
of descriptively relevant trait inferences versus antonyms of these inference
different when these inferences refer to person descriptions (trait and antor
priming lead to evaluatively opposite target judgments) than when they refel
behavior labels (see Experiment 1; trait and antonym priming lead to evaluativ
similar target judgments).

Method
Procedure, Materials, and Measures

The procedure, materials, and measures were similar to the ones used ir
experiments reported earlier. The ambiguous (confident/conceited) behavio
the target person (Mark) was to be judged after participants were exposet
trait-implying sentences that implied “confident” or “conceited” or antonyms ¢
these descriptively relevant traits (see Experiment 1). In Experiments 1 anc
participants were told that the trait-implying sentence they had to read wa
behavior description extracted from a text in which “a particular kind of beha
ior” was described. In the present experiment, participants were told that t
sentence was a person description extracted from a text in which “a partict
person” was described. Furthermore the protagonists in these sentences
given a name (Peter). Thus a specific person description rather than an abs
behavior label was likely to be activated (see Stapel & Koomen, 1996, |
831-833).

Participants and Design

Fifty undergraduate students participated in this experiment for partial cou
credit. Participants were assigned randomly to the conditibas2o(Prime Trait
Valence: positive, negativey 2 (Prime Type: trait, antonym) factorial between-
subjects design.

Results and Discussion

We performe a 2 (Prime Trait ValenceX 2 (Prime Type) ANOVA to test our
predictions. This ANOVA revealed the predicted two-way interactibfi,
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TABLE 3
Experiment 3: Mean Ratings of Confident/Conceited Mark on the Dimension “Confiden
Conceited” after Exposure to Descriptively Relevant Trait-Implying Behaviors Designed to Active
Person Descriptions as a Function of Prime Trait Valence and Prime Type

Prime type
Trait Antonym
Prime valence: Positive Negative Antonym of Antonym of
trait trait positive trait negative trait
Confident Conceited Insecure Modest
5.1 3.8 3.4 4.8

Note.Scale range is from 1 to 7. Higher scores indicate more negative ratings. Words printe
italics refer to trait terms describing the trait-implying sentence participants were exposed to in €
condition.

46) = 10.41,p < .01 (other effectsFs < 1). As can be seen in Table 3, the
interaction effect supports our predictions. Comparisons of the relevant me
show that participants primed with a “confident” person rated the target as |
confident M = 5.1) than did participants primed with a “conceited” persor
(M = 3.8),F(1, 46) = 4.27,p < .05. Participants primed with an “insecure”
person rated the target as more confidévit € 3.4) than participants primed

with a “modest” personNl = 4.8), F(1, 46) = 5.34,p < .05.

This experiment was designed to extend our investigation of the consequet
of trait inferences and antonyms of these inferences to the domain of compar
(instead of interpretation) effects. The findings show that when exposure
trait-implying behavior activates a person description (e.g., “Peter is confiden
subsequent judgment is more likely to show comparison contrast.

We prefer to view the contrast effects that followed priming participants wi
descriptively relevant “persons” in terms of comparison contrast. It is importe
to note, however, that in conditions in which antonyms were primed, the
“contrast” effects were very similar to the effects we found in those conditio
in Experiment 1. For example, in Experiment 1, we found that a confidel
conceited target was judged as more confident when an “insecure” beha
description was primed. We explained this effect in terms of spreading activat
and interpretation processegWhen one is interpreting a confident/conceitec
target, “insecure” is likely to increase the accessibility of “confident.”) In th
present experiment, we found that a confident/conceited target was judge
more confident when an “insecure” person description was primed. This eff
we explained in terms ofomparison processe8/Vhen one is judging a confi-
dent/conceited target, an “insecure person” is likely to be used as a nega
comparison standard, so that this target is likely to be perceived as relativ
positive.) Why do we choose to explain these similar effects in terms of differe
mechanisms? Why not apply similar explanations to these similar results?
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We agree that these effects may be explained using similar psycholog
processes. However, explanatory parsimony is seriously threatened when
does view these effects in isolation and does not relate them to our other findi
For example, an explanation of the impact of antonymuelsaviordescriptions
in terms of contrastive comparison processes is difficult to maintain when
relevant other conditions, the impact of such descriptions is likened to assi
lative interpretation processes. Similarly, an explanation of the impact of a
onymouspersondescriptions in terms of indirect activation and interpretatio
processes is difficult to maintain when in relevant other conditions, the impact
such descriptions is likened to contrastive comparison processes. Hence
prefer to explain the effects of priming antonyms in terms of interpretation wh
behavior descriptions are primed and in terms of comparison when per
descriptions are primed, because this best explainsaimpletepattern of results
across Experiments 1, 2, and 3 and is in accordance with previous studies o
consequences of trait inferences (Stapel & Koomen, 1996; Stapel et al., 19

EXPERIMENT 4: PRIMING EVALUATIVELY EXTREME PERSONS

In Experiment 3, we predicted and found that priming person descriptions t
are descriptively relevant to an ambiguous target description yields contras
comparison effects. Moreover, antonyms of descriptively relevant person
scriptions also yield contrast. The findings of the first two experiments clea
indicate that the impact of trait inferences is in an important way dependent
whether descriptively relevant versus evaluatively extreme (but descriptivi
irrelevant) constructs are activated. Therefore, in the present investigation of
impact of person priming, we include conditions in which evaluatively extren
traits versus antonyms are activated. What do we predict?

In conditions in which descriptively relevant actor—trait links are activated, tl
predictions are of course identical to those in Experiment 3: contrast in both t
and antonym conditions. In conditions in which information is activated that
evaluatively extreme but descriptively irrelevant to Mark’s confident/conceit
behavior, we predict that priming traits or antonyms will result in assimilatic
rather than contrast. The reasoning behind this is as follows: It is important
know whether trait inferences refer to abstract behavior labels or specific per
descriptions, but recent research by Stapel and Winkielman (1998) suggests
when it concerns the impact of evaluatively extreme trait inferences yet anot
factor may come into play. These authors showed that accessible information
be used only as a comparison standard when this information possesses “di
sional relevance.” That is, accessible information influences the subseqt
evaluation of a target stimulus by means of comparison processes only if
accessible information is relevant to the dimension of judgment (see a
Schwarz, Mukel, & Hippler, 1990). For most psychophysical stimuli, dimen
sional relevance is an inherent stimulus property. The size, color, or weight
context stimuli will be used to judge the size, color, or weight of target stimu
However, complex sociopsychological stimuli may be thought about in quite
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number of dimensions, some of which will and some of which will not b
relevant for the judgment task at hand. When accessible information is thou
about in a way that is unrelated to the target judgment, for instance when
thinks of Einstein when judging the physical attractiveness of a colleagt
comparison contrast is less likely to occur than when one thinks of Einstein wi
judging the intelligence of this colleague (Schwarz et al., 1990; Stapel
Winkielman, 1998; Upshaw & Ostrom, 1984).

In the present experiment (as in Experiments 1 through 3), participants w
asked to decide the extent to which ambiguous Mark is confident or conceitec
a rating dimension anchored by terms that describe this ambiguity: confide
conceited. Thus, in conditions in which descriptive relevant person descriptic
or their antonyms are activated, the primed “traits” are similar to one of tl
judgment anchors (confident), whereas the primed “antonyms” are the ex
opposite of one of these anchors (insecure). In both cases, the activated ir
mation is likely to be used as a comparison standard and contrast is likely
occur (see our predictions above). In the evaluative priming conditions, howe\
the primed information lacks dimensional relevance. Evaluatively extreme p
son descriptions such as “Peter is honest” or “Peter is dishonest” are unlikel
serve as comparison standards when one is to decide the extent to w
Mark is to be evaluated as relatively “confident” or “conceited” (cf. Stapel
Winkielman, 1998). It should be noted that this should not be taken to mean t
the impact of evaluatively extreme person descriptions is null. Although extre!
person descriptions and their “antonyms” may lack the dimensional relevanc:
be used as a comparison standard, they may still serve as an interpretation fi
and thus yield assimilative priming effects. This argument implies that
conditions in which evaluative person descriptions or their antonyms are prim
participants’ target judgments should show a pattern of evaluative, assimilal
priming effects. Priming extremely positive person descriptions should result
positive judgments, and priming extremely negative person descriptions shc
result in negative judgments.

Method
Procedure, Materials, and Measures

The procedure, materials, and measures were largely similar to the ones |
in Experiment 3. The behavior of the target person (Mark) could be interpret
as “confident” or “conceited.” In conditions in which descriptively relevan
person descriptions were primed, participants were exposed to trait-imply
sentences that implied “confident” or “conceited” or antonyms of these traits.
conditions in which descriptively irrelevant, evaluatively extreme traits wel
primed, participants were exposed to trait-implying sentences that implied “he
est” or “aggressive” or antonyms of these traits. In all conditions, participar
were told explicitly that the trait-implying sentence described a particular perst
named Peter.
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In the present experiment, we changed the priming task in an attempt
strengthen the activation potential of the relevant actor—trait links: After part
ipants had read the trait-implying sentence, they were presented with a multij
choice question. Specifically, they were given two behavior descriptions and |
to choose which of these descriptions corresponded best with the beha
described in the trait-implying sentence they had just read. For each of
trait-implying sentences, one multiple-choice question was designed. Th
multiple-choice questions were pretested to have participants think about
actor—trait link implied by the sentences more elaborately and thus heighten
activation level of these primes (see Stapel & Koomen, 1996, pp. 831-8:
Participants had to choose between two alternatives: One clearly correspor
with the implied trait and one did not. For example, participants who read t
confident-implying sentence were asked which of the two following descriptio
corresponds best with the description of Peter in the “prime” sentence: (A) A
formal reception start a conversation with somebody you have never met bef
or (B) At a formal reception wait at the bar until somebody walks up to yol
Participants who read the conceited-implying sentence were asked which of
two following behavior descriptions corresponds best with the behavior ¢
scribed in that sentence: (A) When asked who is the smartest person in the c
answering with “That's a difficult question,” or (B) When asked who is th
smartest person in the class answering with “That’s quite clear.” For each of
multiple-choice questionsll participants chose the answer that corresponde
with the trait implied by the sentences they were exposed to earlier.

Participants and Design

One hundred two undergraduate students participated in this experiment
partial course credit. Participants were assigned randomly to the conditions
2 (Prime Trait Valence: positive, negative) 2 (Prime Relevance: relevant,
irrelevant—extremeXx 2 (Prime Type: trait, antonym) factorial between-subject
design.

Results and Discussion

We performe a 2 (Prime Trait ValenceX 2 (Prime RelevanceX 2 (Prime
Type) ANOVA to test our predictions. This ANOVA revealed the predicte
three-way interaction between prime trait valence, prime relevance, and pri
type,F(1, 94) = 26.38,p < .01. Noother main or interaction effects reached
ordinary levels of significance. As can be seen in Table 4, the interaction eff
supports our predictions.

Descriptively relevant condition$n this part of the design, the results repli-
cated the results of Experiment 3. Target ratings showed contrast when par
pants were primed with a descriptively relevant person description or an antor
of this description. Comparisons of the relevant means showed that particip:
primed with a “confident” person rated the target as less confiddnt(5.3)
than did participants primed with a “conceited” persdm € 4.2), F(1, 94) =
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TABLE 4
Experiment 4: Mean Ratings of Confident/Conceited Mark on the Dimension “Confiden
Conceited” after Exposure to Trait-Implying Behaviors Designed to Activate Person Descriptions
a Function of Prime Trait Valence, Prime Relevance, and Prime Type

Prime type
Trait Antonym
Prime valence: Positive Negative Antonym of Antonym of
trait trait positive trait negative trait
Prime relevance:
Relevant Confident Conceited Insecure Modest
5.3 4.2 4.0 4.9
Irrelevant and Honest Aggressive Dishonest Sweet
evaluatively extreme 4.1 5.0 4.7 35

Note.Scale range is from 1 to 7. Higher scores indicate more negative ratings. Words printec
italics refer to trait terms describing the trait-implying sentence participants were exposed to in €
condition.

8.14,p < .01. Participants primed with an “insecure” person rated the target
more confident ¥ = 4.0) than participants primed with a “modest” persor
(M = 4.9),F(1, 94) = 3.66,p = .06.

Evaluatively extreme condition§.arget ratings showed assimilation wher
participants were primed with a descriptively irrelevant, evaluatively extren
person description or an antonym of this description. Comparisons of the rele\
means showed that participants primed with an “honest” person rated the ta
as more confidentM = 4.1) than did participants primed with an “aggressive’
person M = 5.0), F(1, 94) = 3.93,p = .05. Participants primed with a
“dishonest” person rated the target as less confiddnt=(4.7) than participants
primed with a “sweet” personM = 3.5), F(1, 94) = 9.07,p < .01.

These findings replicate and extend the findings of Experiment 3. They sh
that when exposure to trait-implying behavior activates a person description (€
“Peter is confident”), subsequent judgment is more likely to show comparis
contrastgiventhat there is dimensional overlap between the dimension that tl
description activated (e.g., confident or insecure) and the dimension on which
target needs to be judged (e.g., confident—conceited). If a person descriptic
primed that shows no dimensional overlap with the judgment dimension bu
evaluatively extreme, assimilation is more likely to occur.

EXPERIMENT 5: JUDGMENT DIMENSION

In Experiment 4, we predicted and found that priming person descriptio
would yield contrast if the content of these descriptions overlapped with t
dimension on which the target was to be judged. Assimilation was found wt
there was no dimensional overlap between the prime and the judgment din
sion. Participants were asked to rate an ambiguous, confident/conceited targ
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a rating dimension anchored by terms that described this ambiguity: confide
conceited. Priming a person description that showed overlap with this dimensi
such as “Peter is confident” or the antonym of this description, “Peter
insecure,” resulted in contrast, whereas priming an evaluatively extreme per
description that showed no overlap with this dimension or an antonym of tl
description (e.g., “Peter is honest” or “Peter is "dishonest") resulted in assir
lation. Thus we further increased our understanding of the determinants of
impact of trait inferences versus antonyms of these inferences.

In the present experiment, we further investigated the “dimensional releval
principle” using the same experimental paradigm as in Experiment 4. Howe\
we made one subtle but important change: Participants were asked to rate
confident/conceited target not on the descriptive and specific confident-conce
dimension, but on abroader dimension, namely “positive—negative.” The
breadth of a personality construct is commonly defined as the diversity
behavioral referents of that construct (Hampson, John, & Goldberg, 1986; Stz
& Koomen, 2000). When respondents’ task is to judge the extent to whict
confident/conceited target is “positive” or “negative,” the category of informatic
that may be used as a relevant comparison standard is likely to be much bro
than when this target is to be judged on a dimension anchored by “confident”
“conceited.” Because of this breadth, primed person descriptions can be ge
ally expected to be appropriate comparison standards for judging the tal
description. Whether these primes are evaluatively moderate or extreme, trai
antonyms, will not matter. In relation to the (broad) judgment dimension, tl
primed person descriptions will provide relevant comparison information. Thu
our hypothesis is that in this case (a confident/conceited target is to be judge
a broad rating dimension, anchored by “positive” and “negative”), priming
person description should result in contrastiependenbf the type of trait or
antonym (e.g., confident, insecure, honest, dishonest) these person descrif
refer to.

Method
Procedure, Materials, and Measures

The procedure, materials, and measures were identical to the ones use
Experiment 4, with one exception: Participants were asked to indicate th
impression of the confident/conceited target person (Mark) on a 7-point scale
was anchored by “positive” (1) and “negative” (7), instead of “confident” an
“conceited.”

Participants and Design

One hundred undergraduate students participated in this experiment for pa
course credit. Participants were assigned randomly to the conditiars @rime
Trait Valence: positive, negative¥ 2 (Prime Relevance: relevant, irrelevant-
extreme)x 2 (Prime Type: trait, antonym) factorial between-subjects design
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TABLE 5
Experiment 5: Mean Ratings of Confident/Conceited Mark on the Dimension “Positive—Negati\
after Exposure to Trait-Implying Behaviors Designed to Activate Person Descriptions as a Func
of Prime Trait Valence, Prime Relevance, and Prime Type

Prime type
Trait Antonym
Prime valence: Positive Negative Antonym of Antonym of
trait trait positive trait negative trait
Prime relevance:
Relevant Confident Conceited Insecure Modest
5.5 4.4 4.1 4.9
Irrelevant and Honest Aggressive Dishonest Sweet
evaluatively extreme 4.7 3.6 4.1 5.0

Note.Scale range is from 1 to 7. Higher scores indicate more negative ratings. Words printec
italics refer to trait terms describing the trait-implying sentence participants were exposed to in €
condition.

Results and Discussion

We performe a 2 (Prime Trait ValenceX 2 (Prime RelevanceX 2 (Prime
Type) ANOVA to test our predictions. This ANOVA revealed a Prime Rele
vanceX Prime Type interactior-(1, 92) = 5.10,p < .05, and &rime Trait
ValenceX Prime Type interactiorf; (1, 92) = 24.38,p < .05. Noother main
or interaction effects reached ordinary levels of significance. As can be seel
Table 5, these effects are in line with our predictions.

Descriptively relevant conditiong arget ratings showed contrast when par
ticipants were primed with a descriptively relevant person description or
antonym of this description. Comparisons of the relevant means showed
participants primed with a “confident” person rated the target as more nega
(M = 5.5) than did participants primed with a “conceited” persdh € 4.4),
F(1,92)= 5.72,p < .05. Participants primed with an “insecure” person rate
the target as more positivé/(= 4.1) than participants primed with a “modest”
person M = 4.9),F(1, 92)= 3.30,p = .07, although this effect did not reach
ordinary levels of significance.

Evaluatively extreme condition3.arget ratings also showed contrast whel
participants were primed with a descriptively irrelevant, evaluatively extren
person description or an antonym of this description. Comparisons of the rele\
means showed that participants primed with an “honest” person rated the ta
as more negativeM = 4.7) than did participants primed with an “aggressive’
person M = 3.6), F(1, 92) = 8.56,p < .01. Participants primed with a
“dishonest” person rated the target as more positMe=( 4.1) than participants
primed with a “sweet” personM = 5.0), F(1, 92) = 4.04,p < .05.

These findings show that when exposure to trait-implying behavior activate
person description (Peter is confident), subsequent judgment of an ambigt
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target (confident/conceited Mark) is likely to show contrast, independent of t
kind of trait this person description activatgs/enthat this target is to be judged
on rating dimensions anchored by nonspecific, general constructs (positi
negative). These results are in line with the dimensional relevance principle
comparison contrast (see Schwarz et al., 1990; Stapel & Winkielman, 19
Upshaw & Ostrom, 1984). When one is constructing a judgment of a particu
target, the dimension on which this target is to be judged determines wh
information may or may not be used as a comparison standard. In other wo
judgment dimensions act as stimulants when the question concerns whethe
not activated information may be used as a standard of comparison. Th
dimensions “recruit their own alternatives” (cf. Kahneman & Miller, 1986)
Together with the results of Experiments 3 and 4, the present findings show
when the task is to judge a target on a general dimension, a broader categol
information may play the role of comparison standard than when a target ne
to be judged on a relatively specific dimension. As a result of this, one m
conclude that whether person descriptions activating a certain trait or an antor
of this trait are likely to instigate contrastive comparison or assimilative inte
pretation effects is importantly determined by the interplay between the dimg
sion that is primed by the person description and the dimension on which
target is to be judged.

It is important to note that in our investigation of the impact of traits verst
antonyms in the domain of person priming, there was a slight change
procedure from Experiment 3 to Experiments 4 and 5. One may argue that v
this change (adding a multiple-choice question to strengthen the priming mar
ulation), we introduced a confound. The multiple-choice questions presen
participants with an alternative that included a behavior that was consistent v
the earlier priming sentence and with an alternative that was inconsistent v
that sentence. All participants correctly chose the consistent description and
understood the priming sentence as intended. However, because the alterne
in the multiple-choice question included consistent and inconsistent descriptic
in the antonym priming conditions, the inconsistent description itself was son
times descriptively related to the target description. For example, participa
primed with “insecure Peter” before judging confident/conceited Mark we
asked to choose between alternatives implying “insecure” (the primed constri
and “confident” (not primed, but applicable to the target). To what then do \
ascribe the observed effects? To the activation of a distinct actor—trait li
(“insecure Peter”) that resulted in comparison contrast or to the (indire
activation of amapplicabletrait construct (“confident”) that resulted in interpre-
tation assimilation? We chose to explain the results in terms of contrast
several reasons.

First, the results of Experiments 4 and 5 are in line with the results
Experiment 3, in which the person priming task did not include multiple-choi
questions. Experiment 3 showed clear comparison contrast. It is then theo
cally parsimonious to assume the same process is underlying the finding:
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Experiments 4 and 5. Furthermorié,the multiple-choice questions indirectly
activate relevant information, it is unclear what their impact should be. How
the activated information represented? As an abstract trait (and likely to resul
assimilation) or as a person (and likely to result in contrast)? Finally, wk
determines whether the “consistent” or the “inconsistent” multiple-choice alte
native is weighed more heavily in the impression formation process? One n
argue that if the “inconsistent” alternative is descriptively applicable to the tarc
whereas the “consistent” alternative is not (see example above), informat
activated by the inconsistent alternative is likely to be weighed more heavily 8
will thus more easily exert an effect. However, in the case of priming descri
tively irrelevant but evaluatively extreme information, this applicability advar
tage does not exist. Since the results of Experiments 3 through 5 demonstrate
the activation of descriptively relevaahd irrelevantactor—trait links may result
in contrast effects, our explanation, which refers to the valence of the “initie
person prime and the “consistent” alternative, seems to fit the data best.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The experiments reported in this paper were all driven by an investigation
the similarities and differences between the impact of “traits” versus “antonyn
through exposing participants to trait-implying behaviors. Will behavior th:
implies an antonym of “confident,” such as “insecure,” affect the perception
a target who may be described as either self-confident or conceited (but nc
insecure or modest)? And if so, how?

In five experiments we addressed these questions. The results of these e
iments provide the first evidence in support of the hypothesis that not ol
descriptively relevant traits, but also antonyms of these traits, may affect sut
quent judgments. Moreover, these experiments clearly show that the nature
direction of the impact of priming traits versus antonyms are determined b
number of variables. They show that the consequences of trait inferences ve
antonyms of these inferences are dependent on (1) whether the trait inference
(a) descriptively relevant, (b) descriptively irrelevant and evaluatively modera
or (c) descriptively irrelevant and evaluatively extreme; (2) whether they refer
behavior labels or person descriptions; and (3) whether they activate informa
that overlaps with the dimension on which the target is to be judged.

Summary of Results

A summary of the present findings is perhaps best presented in terms of
example from the introduction of this paper: Suppose one has to form
impression of John, whose behavior is described as follows: “Only rarely c
John change his mind even when it might have been better if he had.” T
description may be taken as an indication of “persistence” as well as “stubbc
ness.” Under what conditions will exposure to trait-implying behaviors affe
subsequent judgments of John? More specifically, which variables detern
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whether trait inferences and antonyms of these trait inferences may aff
people’s impressions of John?

Descriptively relevant behavior labels and person descriptidnait infer-
ences that are descriptively relevant to John’s behavior are likely to influer
people’s impressions of him. The direction of this influence is dependent
whether “traits” or “antonyms” are activated and whether “abstract behavi
labels” or “specific person descriptions” are activated.

Priming descriptively relevant behavior labels is likely to instigate interpret
tion processes. The effects of these processes are dependent on whether tre
antonyms are primed. Priming descriptively relevant behavior labels results
interpretation effects that are evaluatively congruent with the primed inform
tion. Priming “persistent” will produce relatively positive judgments of persis
tent/stubborn John, whereas priming “stubborn” will produce relatively negati
target judgments (Higgins et al., 1977). Priming behavior labels that are a
onyms of descriptively relevant constructs results in interpretation effects that
evaluatively incongruent with the primed information. In this case, the fact tf
the primed behavior labels are antonymously related to descriptively relev
information increases the activation level of this information. Thus, primir
“lazy” will produce relatively positive judgments of John, whereas primin
“flexible” will produce relatively negative judgments.

Descriptively relevant person descriptions may serve as relevant compatri
standards during judgment of a target stimulus. Priming such descriptions is t
likely to instigate contrastive comparison effects (see Eiser, 1990; Stapel et
1996). Therefore, in this case the impact of priming traits is likely to be simil
to the impact of priming antonyms. Priming a persistent (stubborn) person
likely to produce relatively negative (positive) judgments of John. Converse
priming a lazy (flexible) person is likely to produce relatively positive (negative
judgments of John. These contrast effects will occur independent of whether J
is judged on a “narrow” persistent—stubborn or on a “broad” positive—negati
rating dimension.

Descriptively irrelevant behavior labels and person descriptidfibether or
not trait inferences that are descriptively irrelevant to John’s behavior are like
to influence judgments of him will depend on these traits’ evaluative extremil
Evaluatively moderate trait inferences are unlikely to affect target judgmer
when these inferences lack descriptive relevance. In this case, the impac
priming traits or antonyms is likely to be null. Evaluatively extreme trai
inferences may affect target judgments. Here, the lack of descriptive applicabi
may be compensated for by evaluative extremity.

When one is delineating the impact of evaluatively extreme trait inference
distinguishing between “traits” and “antonyms” becomes relatively meaningle
Here, the impact is evaluation-based, not description-based. Thus, whethel
impact of extreme trait inferences is assessed by priming “fantastic” or “hor
ble,” the effects will be based on the connotation rather than on the denotatiol
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the activated dimension. This leads to a different pattern of effects than wt
descriptively relevant trait inferences are primed.

Priming extreme behavior labels is likely to instigate interpretation effects tt
are evaluatively congruent with the primed information. Priming “honest”
“sweet” will produce relatively positive judgments of persistent/stubborn Jor
whereas priming “dishonest” or “aggressive” is likely to produce relativel
negative judgments.

Priming extreme person descriptions is likely to instigate comparison pi
cesses, given that these descriptions activate information that is relevant to
dimension on which the target is to be judged. If the judgment task consists
rating persistent/stubborn John on a dimension anchored by “persistent”
“stubborn,” priming extreme person descriptions is likely to cause assimilati
interpretation effects. In this case, evaluatively extreme constructs are unlikel
be perceived as relevant comparison standards, but they could be used to ¢
the interpretation of John’s behavior. If, however, the judgment task consists
rating John on a dimension anchored by broader constructs, such as “posit
and “negative,” extreme person descriptions are likely to be perceived as rele
comparison standards and contrast is obtained.

In the present study, we studied the impact of activating traits versus antony
on interpretations of ambiguous behavior descriptions by exposing people
behavior descriptions that strongly imply traits (or antonyms). We used tl
particular priming technique because it activates the construct of interest i
relatively subtle manner. That is, traits are activated upon exposure to a tr
implying sentence because people infer its meaning from the given sente
relatively spontaneously (Uleman et al., 1996). Traits are abstract summary te
for categories of behaviors. Hence, for each trait construct, there is an indefil
number of behavior descriptions that may be used to activate it cognitively. T
opens the possibility that the effects reported here are actually artifacts of
specific type of behavior descriptions used to activate traits and antonyms.
think this is unlikely because all the trait-implying sentences used in the curri
studies were pretested and designed to strongly imply the trait constructs
interest. For the “basic” trait-implying sentences we used sentences showi
activate the relevant traits in earlier studies (see Uleman, 1988; Uleman et
1996). For the “antonym?” trait-implying sentences we changed these sentence
ways such that their opposite meaning was most likely to be inferred and tl
activated. An avenue for future research would be to investigate to what ext
the present results will be replicated when more classic priming techniques (¢
Higgins et al., 1977; Martin, 1986; Sedikides, 1990) are used to study the effe
of trait versus antonym priming.

Implications of Results

Several models of priming and knowledge accessibility effects suggest t
semantic overlap between prime and target stimulus is one of the preconditi
for priming effects to occur (see Higgins, 1996; Wyer & Srull, 1989). Fa
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example, in a review of the relevant literature, Wyer and Srull (1989, p. 37
write that cognitively activated “concepts affect the interpretation of informatic
only if their features are descriptively applicable to this information.” The prese
findings show that target judgments may be affected not only by the priming
descriptively relevant traits, but also by primes that are antonymous to th
traits—and thus descriptivelyrelevant—as well as by traits that are descrip
tively irrelevant but evaluatively extreme (see Higgins, 1996; Stapel & Koome
2000). These findings may be interpreted as demonstrating that semantic pri
target overlap is not a precondition for the occurrence of priming effec
However, although our data suggest that descriptive applicability is unneces:
for the occurrence of priming effects, they also show that evaluative applicabil
is not sufficient. After all, priming descriptively irrelevant trait inferences the
were evaluatively moderate yielded no effect. Only if the evaluative strength
the activated information was extreme did priming descriptively irrelevant tre
inferences result in interpretation and judgment effects. In other words, lack
denotative applicability can only be compensated by strong, not by we
connotation. Future research may want to further explore the consequences c
extent to which priming and target stimuli are descriptively versus evaluative
related for the instigation of knowledge accessibility effects.

One important by-product of our finding that descriptive applicability does n
seem to be a precondition for the occurrence of priming effects is that it increases
ecological validity of priming research. The ecological validity of priming resear
depends on the assumption that constructs are activated as part of everyday ps
logical functioning. The present series of studies shows that impressions of a te
person may be affected by incidental exposure to trait constructs that are releva
interpretation of this person, but also by antonyms of these constructs, as well a
constructs that show no descriptive overlap with the target but are evaluati
extreme. This implies that the rangewsfambiguou®ehaviors that may assist in the
interpretation ofambiguousbehaviors is relatively large.

Together, the five experiments reported here clearly suggest that the impax
priming “traits” versus “antonyms” is determined by multiple variables. Th
interaction of these variables produces a pattern of results that not only
grounded in existing models of priming effects (e.g., Higgins, 1996; Marti
1986; Schwarz et al., 1990; Stapel et al., 1996; Upshaw & Ostrom, 1984), |
also suggests an important extension of these models.
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