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Abstract

The present research investigated the influence of group-related evaluative associations on the process

of impression formation. In particular, we expected the impact of a target’s category membership on

the construal of ambiguous behaviour to be moderated by perceivers’ evaluative associations related

to the target category. Associative strength was further expected to have an indirect effect on

dispositional inference, mediated by its impact on behaviour identification. Results support both of

these assumptions. Moreover, the influence of evaluative associations on impression formation was not

moderated by perceivers’ motivation to control prejudiced reactions. Rather, motivation to control

moderated only the relation between evaluative associations and the explicit endorsement of

prejudiced beliefs about the target group in general, such that explicit prejudice endorsement was

correlated with evaluative associations only for perceivers low, but not for those high in motivation to

control. Implications for prejudice control are discussed. Copyright # 2003 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

When two individuals engage in the same behaviour, we often do not perceive the same act. For

example, one and the same ambiguous shove may be judged as an aggressive act when the actor is

black, but as a jovial nudge when the actor is white. Such biasing effects of category cues on the

construal of individuating information have been demonstrated for a variety of social categories and

behaviours (e.g. Darley & Gross, 1983; Duncan, 1976; Dunning & Sherman, 1997; Kunda &

Sherman-Williams, 1993; Sagar & Schofield, 1980), and seem to be particularly pronounced for

ambiguous behaviours (Dunning & Sherman, 1997; Kunda & Sherman-Williams, 1993).

Drawing on Fazio’s (1990) MODE model of attitudes, these biasing effects may be explained by the

automatic activation of evaluative or stereotypic concepts associated with the social category of the

actor (see also Fazio, 1995). According to Fazio, automatically activated evaluative associations often

bias the spontaneous construal of incoming stimulus information in an assimilative manner. Consistent

with this assumption, Fazio and Williams (1986), for example, found that judgments of the

performance of political candidates depended on perceivers’ personal attitudes, such that the perf-

ormance of personally favoured candidates was evaluated more positively than the performance of a
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competing candidate. Most importantly, this biasing effect was moderated by the strength of the

corresponding evaluative associations, such that it was more pronounced when evaluative associations

were strong than when they were weak. Similar effects were obtained by Houston and Fazio (1989)

who demonstrated that the evaluation of an article toward capital punishment depended on the judges’

personal attitudes toward the issue in question. However, as with Fazio and Williams’ (1986) results

this effect was moderated by the chronic (Experiment 1) or situational activation (Experiment 2) of the

corresponding evaluative associations (see also Schuette & Fazio, 1995).

Applied to the present issue of category effects on the construal of ambiguous individuating

information, one could argue that the spontaneous categorization of an actor automatically activates

constructs stereotypically associated with his or her social category (Devine, 1989). These activated

constructs may then prime a particular construal of the behaviour, which in turn affects the general

impression of the target (e.g. Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977; Srull & Wyer, 1979; see also Trope,

1986). In other words, context effects of category cues on the construal of ambiguous behaviour might

be due to the automatic activation of stereotypic or evaluative associations related to the actor’s

category, which then primes a particular construal of the observed behaviour.

The main goal of the present research was to investigate the moderating role of associative strength

for the impact of category cues on the construal of ambiguous behaviour. Drawing on previous

evidence for biasing effects of evaluative associations (e.g. Fazio & Williams, 1986; Houston & Fazio,

1989; Schuette & Fazio, 1995), it is hypothesized that context effects of category cues on behaviour

identification depend on the strength of category-related evaluative associations. Specifically, it is

assumed that the impact of category information on the construal of ambiguous behaviour is stronger

when category-related associations are strong than when they are weak. Moreover, category-related

associations were expected to indirectly bias dispositional inferences about an actor, mediated by their

impact on behaviour identification (see Trope, 1986).

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS OF ASSOCIATIONS

An important aspect of the present hypotheses concerns the way of how associations bias the process

of impression formation. Based on the present reconstruction, it is assumed that associations affect the

subjective construal of the observed behaviour, and thus dispositional inferences about the actor

(Kunda & Thagard, 1996; Trope, 1986). Another possibility, however, is that perceivers take the

ambiguous behaviour as it is and use their category-related associations as an independent information

for a dispositional judgment about the target (Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). Even though

both of these processes are theoretically possible, previous evidence on this issue clearly supports the

former assumption. Srull and Wyer (1980), for example, found that trait priming affects impression

formation (e.g. Higgins et al., 1977; Srull & Wyer, 1979) only when traits are activated before

behavioural information is encoded, but not when traits are activated afterwards. If activated trait

constructs actually have a direct effect on dispositional inference, order of trait priming and encoding

of the behaviour should have no effect on dispositional attributions. This conclusion of an indirect

effect is also supported by Newman and Uleman (1990) who obtained trait priming effects on the

interpretation of ambiguous behaviour in a spontaneous trait inference paradigm (see Uleman,

Newman, & Moskowitz, 1996, for a review). In contrast to Srull and Wyer (1980), however, Newman

and Uleman (1990) used an implicit measure of spontaneous trait inference, suggesting that perceivers

are not aware of the obtained influence of trait primes. Similar results were found by Otten and

Moskowitz (2000) who demonstrated that the spontaneous interpretation of ambiguous behavioural

episodes varies as a function of the target’s group membership (in-group vs. out-group) manipulated
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by a minimal group paradigm. Taken together, these results suggest that activated traits or evaluations

affect impression formation in an indirect way, i.e. mediated by their impact on behaviour identifica-

tion. However, even though many researchers seem to agree with this conclusion (e.g. Dunning &

Sherman, 1997; Fazio, 1990; Kunda & Sherman-Williams, 1993), most studies only used trait

attribution measures, thus allowing for both of these interpretations (e.g. Devine, 1989; Lepore &

Brown, 1997). Hence, a second goal of the present study is to disentangle the proposed influence of

evaluative associations on behaviour identification from a direct impact on dispositional attributions.

MOTIVATION TO CONTROL PREJUDICED REACTIONS

A third question addressed in the present study is whether perceivers adjust a biased construal of

ambiguous behaviour to explicit egalitarian goals. Specifically, one could suspect that perceivers with

a high motivation to control prejudiced reactions (Dunton & Fazio, 1997; Plant & Devine, 1998)

explicitly attempt to correct their judgments for the biasing potential of category-related associations.

Such explicit debiasing attempts, however, should emerge only when perceivers are actually aware of

such an influence (Strack & Hannover, 1996; Wegener & Petty, 1997). If they are not aware of the

biasing influence, but take their subjective construal as an objective given, motivation to control

prejudiced reactions seems rather unlikely to have a moderating effect on the proposed impact of

evaluative associations. Preliminary evidence for the latter assumption can be drawn from a study by

Trope and Alfieri (1997, Experiment 2) who found that even an explicit invalidation of context

information does not reduce its biasing effect on the construal of behavioural information. Drawing on

these results, a third objective of the present study was to test whether the proposed influence of

evaluative associations on impression formation is moderated by individual differences in the

motivation to control prejudiced reactions.

PREVIOUS EVIDENCE FOR BIASING EFFECTS OF ASSOCIATIONS

Preliminary evidence for the assumption that category-related associations moderate the impact of

category information on the construal of ambiguous individuating information can be found in a study

by Lepore and Brown (1997, Experiment 2). In this study, white participants were primed either to the

social category of black people or to the category of white people. Immediately after the priming task,

participants were asked to read a number of behavioural descriptions about an ethnically unspecified

target and to form an impression of the actor. Results indicate that impressions by highly prejudiced

participants were more negative when they were primed to the category of black people than when

they were primed to the category of white people. Participants with a low prejudice level, in contrast,

were unaffected by the category priming. Drawing on these results, Lepore and Brown (1997) argued

that high and low prejudiced individuals may differ with respect to their evaluative associations related

to the category of black people. Whereas low prejudice individuals may have weak or neutral

associations with respect to black people, high prejudice individuals may have strong negative

associations. These associations, in turn, are assumed to be activated automatically upon the encounter

of a category-related stimulus, which in turn leads to a biased impression of the target.

Even though Lepore and Brown’s (1997) results offer initial evidence for the present hypothesis

that the construal of ambiguous behavioural information is biased by evaluative associations, their

study offers no conclusive evidence for this assumption. First, Lepore and Brown (1997) used only a

trait inference measure to assess impression formation. Such kind of measures, however, are generally
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ambiguous as to whether the obtained effects are due to a biased interpretation of the target’s

behaviour, or to a direct effect on trait attribution (Trope, 1986). Second, Lepore and Brown (1997)

assessed explicit prejudice endorsement, rather than associative strength. Recent results, however,

suggest that evaluative associations and explicit prejudice endorsement are not necessarily related to

one another. Rather, category-related evaluative associations often seem to dissociate from the explicit

endorsement of prejudiced beliefs (e.g. Fazio, Jackson, Dunton, & Williams, 1995; Greenwald,

McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998; Wittenbrink, Judd, & Park, 1997; for reviews see Blair, 2001; Dovidio,

Kawakami, & Beach, 2001). Hence, it is not clear whether Lepore and Brown’s (1997) results are

actually due to a differential activation of negative associations or to a more explicit process involved.

In order to solve these interpretational ambiguities, the present study included two distinct measures

for behaviour identification and dispositional inference. Moreover, strength of category-related

evaluative associations was assessed with Greenwald et al.’s (1998) Implicit Association Test (IAT),

rather than with an explicit measure of prejudice endorsement. Based on the considerations outlined

above, we expected context effects of category cues on the construal of ambiguous behaviour to be

moderated by the strength of category-related evaluative associations assessed with an IAT. Moreover,

evaluative associations were predicted to have an indirect effect on the attribution of stable dispositions,

mediated by their impact on behaviour identification. Finally, we assumed that perceivers are unaware of

the biasing influence of their associations, thus implying that individual differences in the motivation to

control prejudiced reactions (Dunton & Fazio, 1997) have no moderating effect on the predicted effect of

evaluative associations. A moderating influence of motivation to control was expected only for cases in

which perceivers are explicitly aware of the biasing influence of their associations, such as can be

assumed for the explicit endorsement of prejudiced beliefs about the target group in general (e.g. Banse

& Gawronski, 2003; Banse, Seise, & Zerbes, 2001; Dunton & Fazio, 1997; Fazio et al., 1995).

METHOD

Overview

German participants read a written description about an ambiguously behaving male target. Ethnic

origin of the target was indicated by a portrait photo of either a typically Turkish- or German-looking

young man. After reading the description, participants were asked to evaluate the behaviour of the

target (behaviour identification) and to predict his behaviour in a number of different situations

(dispositional inference). Finally, participants’ explicit prejudiced beliefs about Turkish people, their

motivation to control prejudiced reactions, and strength of negative associations related to Turkish as

compared to German people were assessed.

Participants and Design

A total of 70 participants (37 female) drawn from a volunteer pool took part in a study on interpersonal

perception in return for the payment of 10 Deutsche Mark (� 5 s or US-$ 5). Participants were

randomly assigned to one of the two experimental conditions (i.e. Turkish vs. German target).

Together with the two quasi-experimental factors of associative strength and motivation to control

prejudiced reactions, the study consisted of a 2 (ethnic origin: Turkish vs. German)� 2 (negative

associations: weak vs. strong)� 2 (motivation to control: low vs. high) factorial design. Experimental

sessions were run individually. Data from one participant who terminated the experimental session had

to be excluded from analyses.
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Procedure

When participants arrived they were welcomed and informed that they were taking part in a study on

interpersonal perception. The experimenter explained that they were to read a short story about an

evening in the life of a young male target named A, and that their task was to form an impression of

this person. They were then handed a booklet with a black-and-white portrait photo of either a

typically Turkish- or German-looking young man, and a short story about this person. Photographs

were taken from the Psychological Image Collection at Stirling (University of Stirling Psychology

Department, 2000). Photos were selected by pretests. The story described an evening the target spent

with some friends at a disco. The target’s behaviour was held ambiguous with respect to a positive or a

negative interpretation (see Srull & Wyer, 1979). In particular, the critical ambiguous behavioural

episodes were: (a) approaching a woman on the dance floor and asking for her telephone number, (b)

getting stuck in a discussion with his friends about ‘how women really are’, and (c) driving home alone

afterwards. When participants had read the story, they were asked to evaluate the target’s behaviour

(behaviour identification), and to predict his behaviour in several hypothetical situations that could

evoke either positive or negative behaviour (dispositional inference). Afterwards, participants were

asked to fill in a manipulation check on the perceived ethnic origin of the target, Pettigrew and

Meertens’ (1995) Subtle and Blatant Prejudice Scales, and a German adaptation of Dunton and Fazio’s

(1997) Motivation to Control Prejudiced Reactions Scale (Banse & Gawronski, 2003). After

completion of the questionnaire, participants were administered an IAT (Greenwald et al., 1998) to

assess the strength of negative associations toward Turkish as compared to German people. Finally,

participants were probed for suspicion, debriefed, and thanked for participation.1

Measures

Behaviour Identification

In order to assess participants’ subjective construal of the target’s behaviour, they were asked to judge

his behaviour with respect to eight behavioural dimensions: objectionable (unangenehm), brash

(aufdringlich), cheeky (frech), obtrusive (penetrant), insensitive (taktlos), obstinate (stur), arrogant

(arrogant), bigheaded (eingebildet). Ratings of the target’s behaviour were assessed with rating scales

ranging from 1 (¼ not true) to 5 (¼ true).

Dispositional Inference

To assess participants’ dispositional inferences about the target they were asked to predict the target’s

behaviour in nine hypothetical situations that could elicit either positive or negative behaviour (see

Appendix). The subjective likelihood of negative behaviour had to be rated on scales ranging from 1

(¼ very unlikely) to 5 (¼ very likely).

1Drawing on recent evidence for context effects on the IAT (e.g. Blair, Ma, & Lenton, 2001; Dasgupta & Greenwald, 2001;
Wittenbrink, Judd, & Park, 2001) one may criticize that evaluative associations were assessed after rather than before the
impression formation task. More precisely, IAT-scores could have been affected by the experimental manipulations, thus
undermining an interpretation of the obtained results in terms of the present hypotheses. This assumption, however, was not
confirmed for the present data. Specifically, a multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVA) did not reveal any significant effect
of the experimental manipulations on evaluative evaluations, explicit prejudice endorsement, or motivation to control prejudiced
reactions (see also Gawronski, Ehrenberg, Banse, Zukova, & Klauer, 2003; Lepore & Brown, 1997).
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Manipulation Checks

In order to assure that the targets were actually perceived as Turkish or German, the target had to be

rated with respect to his ethnic origin (i.e. German, Turkish) on two scales ranging from 1 (very

unlikely) to 5 (¼ very likely).

Motivation to Control Prejudiced Reactions

Participants’ idiosyncratic motivation to control prejudiced reactions was assessed with a German

adaptation of Dunton and Fazio’s (1997) Motivation to Control Prejudiced Reactions Scale (Banse &

Gawronski, 2003). Five-point scales were used for assessment.

Explicit Prejudice Endorsement

Endorsement of explicit prejudiced beliefs about Turkish people was assessed with a German version

of Pettigrew and Meertens’ (1995) Subtle and Blatant Prejudice Scales (Zick, 1997) using 5-point

scales for assessment.

Evaluative Associations

To assess the strength of negative associations with respect to Turkish as compared to German people,

an adaptation of Greenwald et al.’s (1998) IAT was used. The IAT was run on a 486 IBM-compatible

laptop using the software Experimental Run Time System ERTS (Beringer, 1994). Following

Greenwald et al. (1998), the IAT consisted of five blocks (see Table 1). In the initial target-concept

discrimination task (Block 1), portrait photographs of nine Turkish and nine German individuals had

to be assigned to the categories ‘Turkish’ or ‘German’, respectively. Participants were asked to press a

left-hand key (‘A’) when a German face appeared on the screen, and a right-hand key (‘L’) in the case

of a Turkish face. In the attribute discrimination task (Block 2), nine positive and nine negative nouns

adapted from Schwibbe, Räder, Schwibbe, Borchardt, and Geiken-Pophanken (1994) were presented

and had to be classified according to the categories negative (left-hand key) and positive (right-hand

key). In the initial combined task (Block 3), target and attribute discrimination trials were combined in

a prejudice-inconsistent manner. Participants had to press the left-hand key when either a German face

or a negative noun was presented, and the right-hand key when a Turkish face or a positive noun was

Table 1. Task sequences of the IAT used to assess strength of negative associations related to Turkish as
compared to German people

Response key assignment

Block Task Trials Left key Right key

1 Initial target discrimination 36 German Turkish
2 Attribute discrimination 36 Negative Positive
3 Initial combined task 108 Negative, German Positive, Turkish
4 Reversed target discrimination 36 Turkish German
5 Reversed combined task 108 Negative, Turkish Positive, German
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presented. In the reversed target-concept discrimination task (Block 4), the initial target-concept

discrimination was repeated with a switch of the categorization keys. The reversed combined task

(Block 5) again combined the two individual tasks, now in a prejudice-consistent manner. Participants

had to press the left-hand key when either a Turkish face or a negative noun was presented, and the

right-hand key when a German face or a positive noun was presented. Each block started with a brief

instruction for the following task and a request to respond as fast as possible even if this would lead to

some errors. The three discrimination tasks (Blocks 1, 2, and 4) consisted of a total of 36 trials,

respectively. The two combined tasks (Blocks 3 and 5) each comprised 108 trials (54 faces, 54 nouns),

with targets and attributes being presented in an alternating order. A predetermined random order of

trials was used for all participants. The response-stimulus interval following correct responses was

250 ms. Wrong responses were indicated with the word ‘FEHLER!’ (German for ‘Error!’) appearing

for 1000 ms below the centre of the screen.2

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Evaluative Associations

Following Greenwald et al. (1998), response latencies lower than 300 ms were recoded to 300 ms, and

latencies higher than 3000 ms were recoded to 3000 ms. Error trials were excluded from analyses.

Individual IAT-scores were calculated by first log-transforming response latencies and then subtract-

ing the mean response time of the reversed combined task (Block 5) from the mean latency of the

initial combined task (Block 3). This score was interpreted as an index for the strength of negative

associations towards Turkish as compared to German people. Raw IAT scores ranged from

�440.13 ms to þ655.86 ms (M¼ 30.88, SD¼ 211.28). In order to estimate the reliability of the

IAT (see Gawronski et al., 2003), the two combined blocks were each divided into three consecutive

parts of equal length (i.e. 36 trials). The three thirds were then used to calculate three IAT-scores for

each participant, which revealed an internal consistency of 0.90 (Cronbach’s �). In order to obtain

groups with weak and strong negative associations the sample was divided by a median-split of the

log-transformed score (MD¼�0.03).

Motivation to Control Prejudiced Reactions

Ratings obtained in the Motivation to Control Prejudiced Reactions Scale were merged into a single

index by calculating their mean values (Cronbach’s �¼ 0.74). This index ranged from 2.63 to 4.81

(M¼ 3.68, SD¼ 0.51) and revealed a negative but non-significant correlation with the IAT-score (see

Table 2). In order to obtain groups with high and low motivation to control prejudiced reactions the

sample was divided by a median-split (MD¼ 3.75).

2One may criticize that we did not counterbalance prejudice-consistent and prejudice-inconsistent blocks in the IAT. Hence, the
obtained IAT-scores could have been affected by order effects, thus undermining an interpretation of the so-called IAT-effect
(Greenwald & Nosek, 2001). However, even though counterbalancing may be useful when the IAT is used as a dependent
measure, it is actually less appropriate when the IAT is used as an independent measure. Specifically, due to the well established
order effects (Greenwald et al., 1998) counterbalancing can produce two different distributions that are not comparable to one
another, i.e. one and the same difference score may represent a high score in one distribution and a low score in the other. Hence,
when IAT-scores are used as a predictor variable collapsing such incomparable distributions has the potential to attenuate any
theoretically meaningful relation to other measures (see Gawronski, 2002, for a discussion).
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Manipulation Checks

To assure that the targets were actually perceived as Turkish or German, ratings of the suspected ethnic

origin were merged into a single index by recoding the ratings for a German origin. Hence, higher

ratings indicate an attribution of a Turkish origin, and lower ratings an attribution of a German origin.

This index was submitted to a 2 (ethnic origin: Turkish vs. German)� 2 (negative associations: weak

vs. strong)� 2 (motivation to control: low vs. high) analysis of variance (ANOVA), revealing a

significant main effect of the target’s ethnic origin, F(1, 61)¼ 62.67, p< 0.001. Consistent with the

intended manipulation, the proposed German target was rated less likely to be Turkish rather than

German (M¼ 1.69) and the proposed Turkish target was rated more likely to be Turkish rather than

German (M¼ 3.31). No other main or interaction effect reached statistical significance.

Behaviour Identification

To test the predicted moderator effect of evaluative associations on behaviour identification, ratings of

the target’s behaviour were merged into a single index by calculating their mean values (Cronbach’s

�¼ 0.92). This index was submitted to a 2 (ethnic origin: Turkish vs. German)� 2 (negative

associations: weak vs. strong)� 2 (motivation to control: low vs. high) analysis of variance (ANOVA).

Replicating previous evidence for category effects on behaviour identification (e.g. Darley & Gross,

1983; Duncan, 1976; Dunning & Sherman, 1997; Kunda & Sherman-Williams, 1993; Sagar &

Schofield, 1980), this analysis revealed a significant main effect of the target’s ethnic origin,

F(1, 61)¼ 9.83, p< 0.01, indicating that the described behaviour was rated less negative when the

target was German (M¼ 2.00) than when he was Turkish (M¼ 2.71). This main effect was qualified by

the expected two-way interaction of ethnic origin and associative strength, F(1, 61)¼ 9.27, p< 0.01.

Specifically, participants with strong negative associations towards Turkish people rated the behaviour

as more negative when the target was Turkish than when he was German (MTurkish¼ 3.13,

MGerman¼ 1.72), t(32)¼ 3.87, p< 0.001. However, when associations were weak, ratings of the

behaviour were unaffected by the target’s ethnic origin (MTurkish¼ 2.21, MGerman¼ 2.22),

t(33)¼�0.22, ns. Also consistent with the present predictions, this interaction was not qualified by

participants’ motivation to control prejudiced reactions, F(1, 61) ¼ 0.03, ns (see Table 3). No other

main or interaction effect reached statistical significance.

Dispositional Inference

To test the impact of evaluative associations on participants’ dispositional inferences, likelihood

ratings of negative behaviour in hypothetical situations were merged into a single index by calculating

mean values (Cronbach’s �¼ 0.72). This index was submitted to a 2 (ethnic origin: Turkish vs.

Table 2. Correlations between strength of negative associations (implicit prejudice), explicit prejudice
endorsement (explicit prejudice), and motivation to control prejudiced reactions

1 2 3

1 Implicit prejudice (0.90) 0.22 �0.16
2 Explicit prejudice (0.87) �0.26*
3 Motivation to control (0.74)

Note: Cronbach’s � estimates of internal consistency are in parentheses; *p< 0.05.
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German)� 2 (negative associations: weak vs. strong)� 2 (motivation to control: low vs. high) analysis

of variance (ANOVA), revealing a significant main effect of the target’s ethnic origin, F(1, 61)¼ 8.30,

p< 0.01. In particular, the Turkish target was rated more likely to behave negatively than the German

target (MTurkish¼ 3.20, MGerman¼ 2.83). This main effect was qualified by a significant two-way

interaction of ethnic origin and associative strength, F(1, 61)¼ 4.66, p< 0.05. As expected, partici-

pants with strong negative associations towards Turkish people rated the target more likely to behave

negatively when he was Turkish than when he was German (MTurkish¼ 3.33, MGerman¼ 2.65),

t(32)¼ 3.18, p< 0.01. In contrast, participants with weak associations rated the Turkish and the

German target approximately equal in the likelihood for negative behaviour (MTurkish¼ 3.03,

MGerman ¼ 2.97), t(33)¼ 0.33, ns. Also consistent with the present predictions, this interaction was

not qualified by participants’ motivation to control prejudiced reactions, F(1, 61)¼ 0.02, ns (see Table

3). No other main or interaction effect reached statistical significance.

Behaviour Identification as Mediator for Dispositional Inference

Evaluative associations were expected to have a direct effect on behaviour identification, but an

indirect effect on dispositional inference which should be mediated by their impact on behaviour

identification. In order to test this hypothesis, an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted

with ethnic origin, associative strength, and motivation to control as fixed factors, behaviour

identification as covariate, and dispositional inference as dependent measure. If the obtained effect

of associative strength on dispositional inference is mediated by behaviour identification, this analysis

should reveal a significant effect of behaviour identification, whilst the interaction of associative

strength and ethnic origin should fail to reach statistical significance. If, however, associative strength

has a direct effect on dispositional inference, the interaction of associative strength and ethnic origin

should still reach statistical significance even when it is controlled for behaviour identification.

Consistent with the present predictions, results clearly support the former assumption. Specifically,

the conducted ANCOVA revealed a highly significant effect of behaviour identification,

F(1, 60)¼ 20.13, p< 0.001, with negative judgments of the behaviour being positively related to

the inference of a negative disposition (r¼ 0.59, p< 0.001). The previously obtained interaction of

associative strength and ethnic origin, however, failed to reach statistical significance after controlling

for behaviour identification, F(1, 60)¼ 0.46, ns. A Sobel test indicated a significant mediation of

behaviour identification, z¼ 2.52, p< 0.05. No other main or interaction effect reached statistical

significance.

Table 3. Mean values of behaviour identification and dispositional inference as a function of the target’s ethnic
origin, strength of negative associations, and motivation to control prejudiced reactions

Low motivation to control High motivation to control

Ethnicity Weak Strong Weak Strong
associations associations associations associations

Behaviour identification
Turkish 2.37 3.06 2.11 3.29
German 2.19 1.47 2.25 1.85

Dispositional inference
Turkish 3.22 3.26 2.92 3.48
German 3.02 2.44 2.90 2.76

Note: Higher values indicate more negative judgments.
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Explicit Prejudice Endorsement

Because perceivers often take a biased construal of behavioural information as an objective given (e.g.

Trope & Alfieri, 1997), explicit attempts to correct for the influence of evaluative associations are

rather unlikely. This assumption is clearly supported by the present data. However, participants can be

expected to adjust their judgments to explicit egalitarian goals when they are aware of a biasing

influence (Strack & Hannover, 1996; Wegener & Petty, 1997). This should be the case, for example,

when participants are asked to report their explicit beliefs about the target group in general (e.g. Banse

& Gawronski, 2003; Banse et al., 2001; Dunton & Fazio, 1997; Fazio et al., 1995). Drawing on these

considerations, we expected motivation to control prejudiced reactions to moderate the relation

between the strength of negative associations and the explicit endorsement of prejudiced beliefs.

Specifically, whereas participants with a high motivation to control should exhibit a low level of

explicit prejudice regardless of the strength of negative associations, participants with a low

motivation to control should exhibit a high level of explicit prejudice when their associations are

strongly negative, but a low level when negative associations are weak.

In order to test this assumption, ratings of subtle and blatant prejudice were merged into a single index

of explicit prejudice against Turkish people (Cronbach’s �¼ 0.87).3 This index ranged from 1.44 to 4.22

(M¼ 2.66, SD¼ 0.59) and exhibited a marginally significant positive correlation with the IAT-score of

negative associations towards Turkish people and a significant negative correlation with motivation to

control prejudiced reactions (see Table 2). With respect to impression formation, there were no

significant effects of explicit prejudice endorsement on behaviour identification or dispositional

inference. However, a 2 (negative associations: weak vs. strong)� 2 (motivation to control: low vs.

high) analysis of variance (ANOVA) on explicit prejudice endorsement revealed a significant main effect

of motivation to control, F(1, 65)¼ 8.62, p< 0.01, indicating that participants high in motivation to

control exhibited a lower level of explicit prejudice (M¼ 2.47) than participants low in motivation to

control (M¼ 2.85). Most importantly, this main effect was qualified by a marginally significant two-way

interaction of associative strength and motivation to control, F(1, 65)¼ 3.50, p¼ 0.07. As expected,

participants low in motivation to control exhibited a higher level of explicit prejudice when they had

strong negative associations than when they had weak associations (Mweak¼ 2.65, Mstrong¼ 3.06),

t(33)¼ 2.14, p< 0.05. In contrast, participants high in motivation to control exhibited a low level of

explicit prejudice regardless of the strength of negative associations (Mweak¼ 2.51, Mstrong¼ 2.42),

t(32)¼�0.47, ns. Moreover, whereas participants with strong associations revealed a higher level of

explicit prejudice when motivation to control was low than when it was high, t(32)¼ 3.15, p< 0.01,

participants with weak associations exhibited an approximately equal level of explicit prejudice

regardless of motivation to control, t(33)¼ 0.82, ns. This pattern is also reflected by correlational

analyses, revealing a significant positive correlation between associative strength and explicit prejudice

endorsement for participants with a low motivation to control prejudiced reactions (r¼ 0.37, p< 0.05),

but a zero-correlation for participants with a high motivation to control (r¼�0.02, ns). The difference

between the two correlations is statistically significant, z¼ 1.64, p< 0.05 (one-sided).

DISCUSSION

The main goal of the present study was to test whether the impact of social category cues on the

construal of ambiguous behavioural information (e.g. Darley & Gross, 1983; Duncan, 1976; Dunning

3Since subtle and blatant prejudice were highly correlated (r¼ 0.61, p< 0.001), the two measures were merged into a single
index of explicit prejudice endorsement.
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& Sherman, 1997; Kunda & Sherman-Williams, 1993; Sagar & Schofield, 1980) is moderated by the

strength of category-related evaluative associations. The present data clearly support this assumption.

Specifically, context effects of category cues on behaviour identification were limited to perceivers

with strong category-related evaluative associations. For perceivers with weak or neutral associations,

in contrast, behaviour identification was unaffected by category cues. Also consistent with the present

predictions, this effect of assimilative behaviour identification further affected perceivers’ disposi-

tional inferences about the target. This mediation was indicated by (1) a significant interaction of

associative strength and the target’s ethnicity in the prediction of behaviour identification, (2) a

significant interaction of associative strength and the target’s ethnicity in the prediction of disposi-

tional inference, (3) a significant relation between behaviour identification and dispositional inference,

and (4) a reduction to non-significance of the interaction between associative strength and the target’s

ethnicity in the prediction of dispositional inference after controlling for behaviour identification.

Another interesting result is that the obtained influence of evaluative associations on impression

formation was not qualified by participants’ motivation to control prejudiced reactions. This was true

for both behaviour identification and dispositional inference. Hence, it seems that perceivers are

actually unaware of the biasing potential of their associations with respect to the construal of

ambiguous behaviour. In contrast, they seem to take the biased construal of behavioural information as

an objective given (Trope & Alfieri, 1997), rather than as a product of their idiosyncratic associations.

A moderating influence of motivation to control prejudiced reactions was found only with respect to

the relation between evaluative associations and the explicit endorsement of prejudiced beliefs about

the target group in general. Specifically, participants high in motivation to control exhibited a low level

of explicit prejudice regardless of the strength of negative associations. In contrast, participants low in

motivation to control showed a higher level of explicit prejudice when negative associations were

strong than when they were weak.

By offering evidence for a biasing influence of evaluative associations on the construal of

ambiguous behaviour, the present results extend the contribution of previous studies demonstrating

effects of stereotypic associations on category-based and individuating impression formation (see

Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). Gawronski et al. (2003), for example, demonstrated that a

target’s category membership affected the ascription of stereotypical traits only when perceivers had

strong stereotypical associations. For perceivers with weak associations, in contrast, impressions were

affected only by individuating, but not by category information. Moreover, employing Klauer and

Wegener’s (1998) multinomial model of the ‘Who said what?’ paradigm (Taylor, Fiske, Etcoff, &

Ruderman, 1978), these effects were demonstrated to be due to increased stereotyping and decreased

individuation for perceivers with strong stereotypic associations, rather than to individual differences

in the likelihood of social categorization. The present results extend these findings by demonstrating

an additional way of how impression formation can be biased by category-related associations.

Possible Criticism

Even though the present results seem to unambiguously support our predictions, one may criticize that

the obtained mediation effect of behaviour identification on dispositional inference could be spurious

since the measures used in the present experiment might assess the same construct: trait attributions to

the actor. Moreover, the present order of assessing behaviour identification and dispositional inference

could have promoted the obtained mediation, such that participants strongly relied on their previous

judgments of the target’s behaviour when later predicting negative behaviour in the described

scenarios. Even though we cannot rule out the possibility of a promoting order effect, we strongly

believe that behavioural judgments and behavioural predictions refer to independent constructs that do
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not correspond to one another. Using similar measures for behaviour identification and dispositional

inference, Gawronski, Alshut, Grafe, Nespethal, Ruhmland, and Schulz (2002), for example, found

differential effects of situational context information on behavioural judgments and behavioural

predictions. Whereas information about the situational context led to assimilation effects in judgments

of the target’s behaviour, the same information produced contrast effects with respect to behavioural

predictions (see also Trope, Cohen, & Alfieri, 1991; Trope, Cohen, & Maoz, 1988). This result

indicates (a) that effects on behavioural judgments and behavioural predictions do not necessarily

correspond to one another, and thus (b) that behavioural judgments and behavioural predictions are not

just different measures for the same construct (see also Jackson, Sullivan, & Hodge, 1993).

Another objection may be that our treatment of the present IAT-data implies a comparison between

perceivers with positive versus negative associations related to Turkish people, rather than a

comparison between perceivers with strong versus weak negative associations. Specifically, the

IAT-scores obtained in the present experiment ranged from �440 to þ656 ms, thus suggesting that

participants below the median have positive rather than weak negative or neutral associations. Even

though we cannot unambiguously rule out this possibility, there are a number of arguments that

support the present interpretation in terms of weak or neutral associations. First of all, IAT-scores are

generally affected by the order of consistent and inconsistent blocks (Greenwald et al., 1998). Thus, an

absolute interpretation of IAT-scores seems generally unwarranted. Most importantly, using an

inconsistent-consistent order, such as employed in the present study, usually moves distributions of

IAT-scores into the direction of lower scores (i.e. it reduces the so-called IAT-effect). Hence, the

obtained negative values do not necessarily reflect positive associations toward Turkish people.

Second, and directly related to this point, it seems generally difficult to determine an absolute value for

neutral associations in the IAT (Greenwald & Nosek, 2001). Steffens and Plewe (2001), for example,

found that IAT-scores can be strongly affected by the items presented in the IAT. Hence, distributions

of IAT-scores can vary as a function of the stimulus material. This, however, also implies that negative

IAT-scores do not necessarily reflect positive associations. Third, using a tripartite instead of a median

split of the present IAT-data we found continuously increasing effect sizes of the target’s ethnicity as a

function of increasing associative strength. With respect to dispositional inference, for example, effect

sizes (Cohen’s d) increased from 0.14 (low IAT-scores), over 0.63 (medium IAT-scores) up to 0.96

(high IAT-scores). If negative IAT-scores actually reflect positive associations and IAT-scores around

zero neutral associations, participants with medium IAT-scores should exhibit no effect of the target’s

ethnicity. If, however, negative scores reflect neutral associations and scores around zero weak

negative associations, one can expect a continuously increasing effect of the target’s ethnicity as a

function of associative strength, as was obtained in the present experiment. Fourth, if the obtained

negative IAT-scores actually represent positive associations, this would imply that impression

formation is biased only by negative, but not by positive associations. This, however, would be in

contrast to the results of previous studies which generally obtained corresponding effects for positive

and negative associations (e.g. Fazio & Williams, 1986; Houston & Fazio, 1989; Schuette & Fazio,

1995). Hence, it seems more likely that negative IAT-scores reflect neutral rather than positive

associations, and scores around zero weak negative rather than neutral associations. Finally, the IAT

assesses only relative rather than absolute evaluations (Greenwald & Nosek, 2001). IAT-scores in the

present experiment, for example, reflect a relative preference for Germans in contrast to Turkish

people. Hence, an absolute interpretation of the obtained IAT-scores would imply that some of our

German participants had a stronger preference for the out-group as compared to their in-group. This,

however, seems rather unlikely in the light of previous evidence for the generality of in-group

favouritism (Brewer & Brown, 1998).

In sum, it seems that an absolute interpretation of IAT-scores is generally not warranted. Hence, the

obtained negative IAT-scores do not necessarily reflect positive associations with respect to Turkish
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people. In contrast, these negative scores may be more likely to reflect an equal evaluation of German

and Turkish people rather than a preference for Turkish over German people. This conclusion is

consistent with the proposed interpretation that biasing effects of category cues are more pronounced

when category-related associations are strong than when they are weak.

Implications for Prejudice Control

From a general perspective, the present results suggest that prejudice-related associations may have a

self-confirming character, which makes them quite difficult to change. In particular, prejudice-related

associations seem to lead perceivers to ‘see’ what they already have in their mind (Bruner, 1957).

Hence, the biased construal of ambiguous behaviour performed by a stereotyped target may further

bolster the associative links between the stereotyped group and negative behaviours, thus resulting in a

kind of vicious circle.

Another important implication of the present results concerns attempts to avoid prejudiced

reactions by thoroughly attending to individuating information (e.g. Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg,

1990). Specifically, the present results suggest that this strategy may be less than optimal when

perceivers have strong negative associations and behavioural evidence is ambiguous. In this case,

perceivers’ associations may bias the construal of the available individuating information, thus leading

them to see what they already have in their mind. Hence, even when perceivers are highly motivated to

avoid prejudiced reactions, and thus attempt to base their reactions on individuating information, their

reactions may still be prejudiced due to the biased construal of this information.

Even though the considerations thus far may suggest a rather pessimistic conclusion, the present

results also imply some positive aspects. First of all, the impact of social category cues on the construal

of individuating information seems to be not as universal as previous results may suggest (e.g. Devine,

1989; Dunning & Sherman, 1997). In contrast, it seems that how we perceive one and the same

behaviour depends not only on who is acting, but also on our chronic associations. Hence, a very

fundamental way to escape the vicious circle described above would be a modification of these

associations. Recent results suggest that such attempts can be quite effective. Rudman, Ashmore, and

Gary (2001), for example, found that negative associations with respect to black people can be

modified through diversity education. Similar results were found by Kawakami, Dovidio, Moll,

Hermsen, and Russin (2000) using a stereotype negation training. Furthermore, Moskowitz and his

colleagues have demonstrated that chronic egalitarian goals have the potential to inhibit the automatic

activation of negative or stereotypical associations (e.g. Moskowitz, Gollwitzer, Wasel, & Schaal,

1999; Moskowitz, Salomon, & Taylor, 2000), which can be assumed to have the same effect on

impression formation as proposed for a modification of associations.

Second, the obtained null effect of motivation to control prejudiced reactions with respect to impression

formation particularly concerns explicit attempts for judgmental correction. In contrast to such explicit

correctional goals, however, Bargh, Gollwitzer, Lee-Chai, Barndollar, and Trötschel (2001) recently

demonstrated that correctional goals can also operate outside of awareness. Hence, it is possible that such

implicit correctional goals can reduce the biasing influence of evaluative associations on impression

formation. Future research may help to clarify whether preconscious egalitarian goals can actually help to

overcome the obtained effects of evaluative associations on the construal of ambiguous behaviour.

Finally, the present results do not imply that perceivers generally cannot be aware of the biasing

influence of their associations. Rather, this could be an insightful lesson for some meta-cognitive

advice. In other words, teaching lay people about the functioning of associations may increase their

awareness of the biasing potential of their personal associations, which in turn may evoke explicit

correctional goals for the particular kind of bias reported in the present study.
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Conclusion

The main goal of the present study was to test whether the impact of social category cues on the

construal of ambiguous individuating information is moderated by perceivers’ category-related

associations. Consistent with this assumption, the biasing influence of social category cues on the

construal of ambiguous behaviour was demonstrated to increase as a function of the strength of

category-related associations. Moreover, evaluative associations were demonstrated to indirectly bias

dispositional inferences about the target, mediated by their impact on behaviour identification. Most

interestingly, these effects were not moderated by perceivers’ motivation to control prejudiced

reactions. Rather, motivation to control prejudiced reactions moderated only the relation between

evaluative associations and the explicit endorsement of prejudiced beliefs about the target group in

general, such that evaluative associations and explicit prejudice were correlated only for participants

with a low motivation to control prejudiced reactions, but not for those high in motivation to control.

Taken together, these results suggest that perceivers sometimes infer different attributes from one and

same behaviour, depending on the actor’s category membership. Most importantly, this seems to be

true even when perceivers do not explicitly endorse prejudiced beliefs about the target group. In other

words, our impressions of a stereotyped target can still be prejudiced, even when we are highly

motivated to react in an unprejudiced manner.
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APPENDIX

Scenarios Used To Assess Dispositional Inference

Situation 1: One evening, A is walking along a small, quiet street. There is no one on the street except

an old man walking a few metres in front of A. Close to a street lamp, the old man’s wallet falls out of

his pocket without him noticing it. How likely do you think is it that A grabs the wallet and does not

return it to the old man?

Situation 2: A is at the train station and waits for his train to come. On arrival of the train, a big crowd

emerges and a man hits A strongly with his suitcase. How likely do you think it is that A will get

enraged in response to this event?

Situation 3: A uses the public transportation very infrequently. One afternoon he is surprised when

some officers ask for his ticket. How likely do you think is it that A does not have a valid ticket?

Situation 4: A is sitting in a cafe and is asked by a student to take part in a psychological study. In this

study A is asked to respond to some questions about his romantic relationship. Because he has nothing

else to do, A agrees to take part in this study. How likely do you think it is that A does not give true

answers to the questions?

Situation 5: After a very stressful work day A is driving home in his car, when he got stuck in a traffic

jam. After a few minutes the cars start moving again and another car next to him changes lanes right in

front him, such that A nearly hits the other car. How likely do you think it is that A will react very

aggressive to the other driver?

Situation 6: One cold winter evening A is on his way back home from a party. It’s about midnight and

he is a bit drunk. On the way to his car, he considers whether to walk two kilometres to his home, or to

drive with his car. How likely do you think it is that A drives even though he is drunk?

Situation 7: A few days ago A was surprised to meet an old friend from high school. They immediately

arranged a meeting at his friend’s place. Now, A is at his friend’s place when he is asked by his friend

whether he would like to smoke some marihuana. How likely do you think it is that A accepts this

offer?

Situation 8: At the train station the escalators don’t work. Hence, A starts up the stairs when he sees an

old woman with a heavy suitcase walking up in front of him. How likely do you think it is that A passes

the old woman without asking her to help her with the suitcase?

Situation 9: A is waiting for the subway on his way back from the supermarket. On arrival of the train,

the handle of one of his bags rips and a milk bottle falls out of the bag and smashes on the ground. How

likely do you think it is that A yells at another person next to him even though this person is not

responsible for the ripped bag?
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