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SPECIAL SESSION SUMMARY

Automatic Effects: The Consequences of Construct Accessibility for Behavior, Self-
regulation, and Information Processing

S. Christian Wheeler, Stanford University

SESSION OVERVIEW
A rapidly burgeoning body of research indicates that the

activation of constructs such as traits, stereotypes, and goals can
affect subsequent judgment and behavior (see Dijksterhuis and
Bargh 2001; Wheeler and Petty 2001, for reviews). For example,
individuals primed with the elderly stereotype subsequently walk
more slowly, consistent with the stereotype that elderly individuals
are slow (Bargh, Chen, and Burrows 1996). Similarly, individuals
primed with the African-American stereotype subsequently per-
form more poorly on a standardized math test, consistent with the
stereotype of Black academic underperformance (Wheeler, Jarvis,
and Petty 1999). The papers in this session examined automatic
processes in consumer behavior contexts and provided evidence for
strong automatic components in the direction and instigation of
behavior. This research supports the notion that both chronic and
situational sources of activation can lead to automatic behavioral
change, and that automatic behavior can potentially be driven by
multiple different mechanisms.

The first paper, by Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and Fitzsimons,
demonstrated that anthropomorphized objects like animals and
brands can nonconsciously shape behavior in ways consistent with
the traits associated with the objects. Across the three studies, the
authors provided evidence that anthropomorphized objects can
activate traits much like stereotyped individuals can, and once these
traits are activated, they can influence behavior automatically. The
third study used a delay paradigm to show that the resulting
behavior was driven by automatically activated goal components
that have increasing effects over time.

The second paper, by Ramanathan and Menon, decomposed
the automatic and controlled components of impulsive and prudent
behavior across individuals who have the goals chronically or
situationally accessible. This research suggests that both impulsiv-
ity and prudence can be automatically directed, but that the strength
of these automatic motivations may differ. The automatic prudence
goals of non-impulsive people are considerably stronger than their
conscious indulgence goals, whereas the automatic indulgence
goals of impulsive people are stronger than conscious control goals,
but much less so. The authors suggested that these patterns are due
to the relative frequency of goal activation and behavior.

The third paper, by Wheeler, DeMarree, and Petty, provided
evidence that primed traits and stereotypes can influence informa-
tion processing as though they were self-descriptive. Using a
schema-matching persuasion paradigm, they demonstrated that
individuals engaged in greater elaboration of messages matching
primed traits and stereotypes, much as has been shown for chroni-
cally held, self-endorsed schemata. A second study showed that the
effect was larger among low self-monitors, consistent with the
notion that effects were driven by changes in the active self-
concept.

The discussion was led by Chris Janiszewski, who highlighted
similarities and differences across the papers and provided insight-
ful directions for future research.

LONG ABSTRACTS

“Automatic Effects of Exposure to Anthropomorphized
Objects on Behavior”

Gráinne M. Fitzsimons, New York University
Tanya L. Chartrand, Ohio State University

Gavan J. Fitzsimons, University of Pennsylvania
The social environment can automatically activate in indi-

viduals goals and motives, emotions and mood, evaluations, cogni-
tions, judgments, relational schemas, and stereotypes. These con-
structs can in turn influence behavior outside of an individual’s
awareness, intent, and control. Thus, the automatic influence of the
environment on behavior can be mediated by many different
motivational, cognitive, and affective constructs. The present re-
search focuses on the route involving automatic stereotype activa-
tion.

In particular, research has shown that the presence of an
individual from a stereotyped group can automatically activate the
corresponding stereotype (Devine 1989). This in turn leads the
perceiver to behave in a stereotype-consistent fashion (Dijksterhuis
and Bargh 2001). In the laboratory, researchers subliminally or
supraliminally prime (i.e., activate outside of awareness) an indi-
vidual with a stereotype (e.g., African-Americans), and then show
the primed individual to behave in line with the content of that
stereotype (e.g., act hostilely).

Thus far, research has centered on stereotypes dealing with
human beings–racial, gender, and other group-based stereotypes.
But we also have stereotypes concerning anthropomorphized ob-
jects (Aaker 1997). Can these stereotypes also become automati-
cally activated and then guide behavior?  The current research used
a priming methodology to determine whether exposure to anthro-
pomorphized objects can nonconsciously guide behavior.

In a first study, we examined one type of anthropomorphized
object that is near and dear to many people’s hearts: pets. We first
conducted a pilot study in which we asked participants what the
stereotype they had of cats and dogs was. Results indicated that
dogs are stereotyped as being ‘loyal’ much more than cats. We
therefore hypothesized that people primed with dogs would behave
more loyally that would people primed with cats.

To test this hypothesis, participants were supraliminally primed
with photographs of either cats, dogs, or neutral objects. Partici-
pants then completed a loyalty measure, consisting of scenarios
describing friends’ transgressions, and questions about how loyally
participants would respond. As predicted, participants primed with
dogs responded more loyally to friends’ transgressions than did
control participants or cat-primed participants.

In a second study, we examined another type of anthropomor-
phized object: brand names. Individuals often attribute human-like
qualities to brand names (Aaker 1997). We focused on a brand that
had a strong stereotype associated with it. Specifically, the brand
‘Apple’ has been shown to connote creativity more than does the
brand ‘IBM’ (Aaker 1997). We therefore hypothesized that people
primed with Apple logos would perform more creatively than
would people primed with IBM logos.

Participants were subliminally primed with either Apple logos,
IBM logos, or pattern masks while completing a computerized
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vigilance task. All participants then completed a creativity task–the
‘Unusual Uses Task’, in which they were asked to generate as many
unusual uses as possible for a brick. Trained coders rated the uses
for their creativity. Dependent measures included the total number
of uses generated and creativity ratings.

As predicted, Apple-primed participants outperformed con-
trol and IBM-primed participants on the creativity task: Apple-
primed participants generated more uses overall and received
higher creativity ratings than did control or IBM-primed partici-
pants. Participants did not differ on self-reported motivation or
interest in the task, suggesting that the effects of the brand logos on
behavior were nonconscious. Importantly, participants also re-
ported no awareness of the primes.

We conducted a third study to examine whether the stereotype
influenced behavior in a nonconscious, direct stereotype-behavior
fashion, or whether there was a motivational component involved.
Did individuals primed with the Apple logo want to be more
creative?  Perceptual priming effects are known to diminish in
strength after a short delay. In contrast, motivational priming
effects continue–and even increase–after a delay (Bargh et al.
2001).

Thus, a follow-up study replicated Study 2 and also examined
the results after a 5-minute delay between the prime and the
creativity measure. Students attending two separate lectures were
subliminally primed with either Apple or IBM logos while alleg-
edly doing a computerized vigilance task projected at the front of
the lecture hall. Half of participants completed the Unusual Uses
Task immediately; half did so after a 5-min delay.

The pattern of data for the No Delay condition replicated the
findings of Study 2: Apple-primed participants were more creative
than IBM-primed. In the Delay condition, Apple-primed partici-
pants became significantly more creative than they were in the No
Delay condition. As suggested by Bargh et al. (2001), priming
effects that increase over time may be motivational–rather than
perceptual–in nature.

These studies use priming procedures to demonstrate that
perceiving anthropomorphized objects can elicit automatic stereo-
type-behavior effects in the same fashion as does perceiving hu-
mans. In addition, there appears to be a motivational component
involved, such that individuals, upon being primed, take on a goal
to act in a stereotype-consistent fashion.

“Decomposing Automatic and Conscious Components of
Self-Control and Indulgence”

Suresh Ramanathan University of Chicago
Geeta Menon, New York University

Studies on self-control and impulsive behavior have long
debated the extent to which impulsive behavior is driven by
spontaneous affective or goal-driven processes (e.g., Rook 1987;
Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999, 2002; Ramanathan and Menon 2002).
Many studies have argued that impulsive behavior is characterized
by the simultaneous experience of spontaneous desire and will-
power (e.g., Hoch and Loewenstein 1991). Implicit in this notion is
that only urges are automatic while self-control is a conscious
process. Recent work by Fishbach, Friedman and Kruglanski
(2002) suggests that temptations are capable of activating higher-
order self-control goals automatically. Fishbach (2003) goes on to
argue that self-control goals may be chronically accessible and
hence the idea that will-power is conscious may not necessarily
hold true.

Recognizing that any behavior is likely to have both conscious
and non-conscious components, we propose a Process Decomposi-
tion Model based on the work by Jacoby (1991) and Fitzsimons and

Williams (2000). We disentangle the extent to which impulsive
behavior is determined by automatic hedonic goals among impulsives
and as a corollary, the extent to which prudent behavior is deter-
mined by automatic prudence goals among non-impulsives. Our
model assumes that impulsive people engage in indulgences on the
basis of some combination of automatic and conscious processes.
Similarly, we assume that non-impulsive people choose to be
prudent as a result of both automatic and conscious processes.
Based on the theory of the PDP model, we enhance or diminish the
conscious components by priming people with the consonant or the
dissonant goal. Thus, impulsive people might experience a magni-
fication of a hedonic urge when they are primed with the hedonic
goal while they may experience a diminution of the conscious
hedonic urge when they are primed with the opposite prudence
goal. Similarly, non-impulsives were primed with a hedonic goal in
order to reduce their conscious component of control while they
were primed with the prudence goal in order to magnify the
conscious component of control. In addition, respondents were
placed either under high or low cognitive load. The load conditions
were fully crossed with the priming conditions. Subsequent to the
priming/load manipulation, respondents were taken to a second
room where they were left alone for two minutes with a tray filled
with cookies with a cover story that these cookies were from a
departmental meeting that ended just a few minutes ago. Unknown
to the respondents, a hidden video camera recorded whether they
picked up a cookie or not. The dependent measure was the percent
of people who picked up (or did not pick up) a cookie.

Based on the process decomposition procedure, one can
construct a set of four equations for the four conditions such that a)
the conscious component is either magnified or reduced and b) the
same occurs either under full cognitive resources or under dimin-
ished resources. These equations are constructed separately for
impulsive and non-impulsive people. By solving these equations,
we can determine the relation between the conscious and automatic
components of behavior. Our results show that while the automatic
urge to indulge oneself is about two and a half times as strong as the
conscious control component for impulsive people, the automatic
urge to exercise control is about seven times as strong as the
conscious urge to indulge oneself for non-impulsive people.

We conclude that non-impulsive people have a stronger auto-
matic element of self-control because their pattern of exercising
control is more reliable and frequent. Their likelihood of succumb-
ing to temptation is less likely due to the fact that they probably hold
a stronger motive to be prudent. On the other hand, impulsive
people have a relatively weak automatic element of indulgence
because their behavior is not as reliably and frequently engaged in–
the notion that there is some fight between desire and will-power
indicates that there may be times when the latter wins out, hence
reducing the reliability of the behavior.

“The Role of the Self in Prime-to-Behavior Effects”
S. Christian Wheeler, Stanford University

Kenneth G. DeMarree, Ohio State University
Richard E, Petty, Ohio State University

Research on prime-to-behavior effects has shown that the
situational activation of selected mental contents can reliably
influence judgment and behavior. Typically, these effects occur in
an assimilative direction, although contrast occasionally occurs
(Dijksterhuis et al. 1998). That is, individuals in whom a trait or
stereotype is made salient typically behave more similar to the
stereotype. For example, college participants walk more slowly
when primed with an elderly stereotype (Bargh, Chen, and Burrows
1996). One account for these effects is ideomotor activation (Car-
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penter 1874; James 1890/1950). According to this account, ideation
is sufficient to drive action in the absence of will. When behavioral
and procedural constructs become active, either by direct activation
or indirect activation (e.g., via trait activation), they can automati-
cally shape action. However, more recently, evidence has sug-
gested that processes related to the self and self-concept may also
sometimes play a role (Hull et al. 2002; Wheeler, Jarvis, and Petty
2001; Wheeler and Petty 2001). Based on this evidence, Wheeler
and Petty (2001) suggested that stereotype activation effects may
sometimes be due to temporarily activating or including content in
the working self-concept.

If this is the case, individuals who are primed with a stereotype
or trait construct should act as though the prime were part of the self.
That is, their judgments and behaviors should resemble those
individuals who embody the traits and stereotypes included in the
prime. Additionally, however, the effects of the prime should
depend on the extent to which individuals rely on their self-
characteristics and beliefs to guide behavior. More specifically,
self-monitoring is a variable that predicts the extent to which
individuals rely on inward cues or outward cues in determining their
behavior in a situation (Snyder 1974). The Other-Directedness
Subscale of the self-monitoring scale specifically predicts the
desire of individuals to modify their behavior to best interact with
others in the social environment.

Because low self-monitors’ behavior is more consistent with
their internal states, they might show high levels of assimilation to
the activated prime. Because high self-monitors direct their atten-
tion outward and compare themselves more with others, they might
show reduced or even reversed effects of the prime. These effects
should be particularly pronounced among individuals scoring high
or low on the other-directedness subscale of the self-monitoring
scale.

To test these hypotheses, we used a self-schema matching
paradigm. Research on self-schema matching has shown that
individuals who receive persuasive messages matched to an aspect
of their self-concepts engage in greater message elaboration than
individuals who receive persuasive messages mismatched to their
self-concepts (Petty, Wheeler, and Bizer 2000; Wheeler, Petty and
Bizer forthcoming). If individuals incorporate primed content into
their self-concepts, then they could show increased elaboration in
response to messages matching the primed content. The first
experiment tested this hypothesis.

Individuals were subtly primed with extraversion or introver-
sion using a sentence-unscrambling task (Srull and Wyer 1979).
Following the priming manipulation, they read advertisements for
a VCR framed to match introverts or extraverts. Manipulated
orthogonally to the message frame was argument quality such that
some participants read strong arguments, whereas other partici-
pants read weak arguments. Individuals who engage in greater
message elaboration exhibit stronger argument quality effects than
do individuals who engage in less message elaboration (Petty and
Cacioppo 1986). Results indicated that participants engaged in
greater elaboration of the message when the message frame matched
the primed personality trait (i.e., extraversion or introversion) than
when it mismatched the primed personality trait. Hence, partici-
pants processed the advertisement as though it were self-relevant
when it matched the primed trait.

A second experiment tested whether these effects would be
moderated by self-monitoring. In this experiment, white high and
low self-monitors were subtly primed with the African-American
stereotype or not, using a sentence unscrambling task. They then
read an advertisement for a CD player that contained strong or weak
arguments. Additionally, the message was framed to match Afri-
can-Americans or Whites by providing names of rap and R&B

artists or rock artists in the background of the advertisement. Low
self-monitors assimilated to the prime. That is, low self-monitors
engaged in greater message processing of the African-American
framed ad when they had been primed with the African-American
stereotype. When low self-monitors were primed with neutral
words, they engaged in greater message processing of the White-
framed ad. High self-monitors, on the other hand, showed no
significant effect of the prime, although they exhibited a slight
tendency for contrast in the African-American prime condition.

These results show that primed traits and stereotypes can
influence the elaboration and evaluation of persuasive advertise-
ments in prime-consistent ways. That is, individuals in whom traits
or stereotypes are temporarily made active act as though they are
characterized by the primed content and find the information
matching the primed content important and self-relevant. These
findings are consistent with the notion that primed content is
sometimes incorporated into the self-concept and that the effects of
primed material will depend not only on the prime content, but also
the characteristics of the prime recipient.
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