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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumer judgment and decision making is often shaped in 

unwanted ways by unconscious and uncontrollable processing, a 
phenomenon known as mental contamination (Wilson & Brekke, 
1994).  However, when consumers believe that contaminating influ-
ences threaten their judgments, they engage several resistance strat-
egies. For instance, several lines of research converge on the idea 
that consumers prefer to make judgments that are self-generated and 
free from the influence of others, thus satisfying a basic need for au-
tonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2006).  When consumers perceive that com-
munications threaten their freedom of belief, they become resistant 
to those communications and endorse their original positions more 
(Brehm 1966). Consumers also generally consider themselves better 
decision makers than others and devalue the thoughts and feelings 
others use to make decisions (Pronin et al., 2007; Pronin, 2008; Pro-
nin & Kugler, 2007). 

This line of thinking suggests that (at least from a lay perspec-
tive), when active, a motive to protect judgments from exogenous 
social influence might be an effective means of decreasing mental 
contamination.  But is this accurate?  Here, we confront the veracity 
of this idea by examining whether nonconscious autonomy preserva-
tion motivation reduces or, perhaps counterproductively, amplifies 
several decision biases that may result from contaminating social 
information.

Many decision biases might occur because individuals fail to 
properly regulate how social information is used.  For example, in-
cidentally heightened accessibility of another person can influence 
self-directed judgments via an automatic comparison process (e.g., 
Dijkterhuis et al., 1998).  Here, an exogenous agent (the exemplar) 
taints views of the self because individuals fail to reject irrelevant 
social information.  Since mental contamination is often caused by 
processing outside of conscious awareness, we reasoned that correc-
tive processes need to be operating nonconsciously as well. 

Thus, here we examine the effects of nonconsciously priming 
autonomy preservation (using a scrambled sentence test) across a 
wide range of decision biases.  The current research adds to our un-
derstanding of mental contamination by addressing the broad sense 
in which the social environment contributes to biases, by showing 
how social perception processes can both increase and decrease bias 
(contrary to the lay belief that exogenous social influence is gen-
erally bad), and by examining how biases can be reduced without 
conscious awareness (previously thought to be impossible; Wilson 
& Brekke, 1994).  

In Study 1, we demonstrated how autonomy preservation prim-
ing attenuates the usual effects of exemplar priming.  Indeed, con-
sistent with prior research (Dijksterhuis et al., 1998), in a neutral 
scrambled sentence prime condition, participants primed with Ein-
stein considered themselves less intelligent than those primed with 
Britney Spears. However, in line with our hypothesis, when initially 
primed with autonomy preservation, this tendency actually reversed, 
[F(3,27) = 7.87, p = .01].

In Study 2 we demonstrated that resistance priming also attenu-
ates exemplar priming effects that usually cause assimilation. Fol-
lowing Gollwitzer et al. (2011) we utilized the exemplar prime of 
Mother Teresa and assessed its influence on judgments of prosocial 

values. In a control condition, participants tended to assimilate to the 
Mother Teresa prime; however, this tendency was reversed when ini-
tially primed with autonomy preservation [F(3, 71) = 8.26, p = .005].

In Study 3 we tested whether autonomy preservation priming 
attenuates the halo effect, the robust tendency to evaluate attractive 
people more positively than unattractive people on a number of di-
mensions unrelated to attractiveness (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977).  This 
effect is due at least in part to perceived similarity between attractive 
others and the self (Horton, 2003).  Based on our earlier findings, we 
hypothesized that resistance priming should reduce the expression of 
this bias. We had participants rate two women (one relatively more 
attractive, one less attractive) on several interpersonal attributes.  We 
found that resistance priming attenuated the tendency to evaluate the 
more attractive woman more positively, [F(1, 113) = 6.76, p = .04].  

The initial studies spotlight decision biases that result from a 
failure to reject social influence.  However, it is also possible that 
some biases result from a too great an emphasis on autonomy preser-
vation.  For example, egocentric biases can occur when people fail to 
properly discount their own knowledge and take into account another 
person’s knowledge and beliefs (e.g., Keysar, Ginzel, & Bazerman, 
1995).  Here, outside influence (i.e., other people’s knowledge and 
beliefs) would help to mitigate such biases, but resisting influence 
would theoretically aggravate such biases.  

In Study 4, we hypothesized that resistance priming would in-
crease the “curse of knowledge” error (Keysar, Ginzel, & Bazerman, 
1995).  Participants completed Converse et al’s (2008) adaption of 
the Birch & Bloom (2007) false belief task.  In this task, partici-
pants make probability estimates about the likelihood that person A 
will look for an object (a violin) in a specific container when person 
B has either moved the object to a new container without person 
A’s knowledge (privileged knowledge condition) or not (no privi-
leged knowledge condition).  We found that autonomy preservation-
primed participants were more likely to use privileged knowledge 
(and hence, make a curse of knowledge error) when it was available, 
[F(3, 96) = 4.15, p = .044].  

In study 5 we examine how autonomy preservation priming 
increases the correspondence bias, an egocentric bias because of a 
failure to properly consider why someone might make a judgment 
that is disposition-inconsistent.   Following Jones and Harris’s (1967) 
classic paradigm participants were given an essay about the legaliza-
tion of marijuana, with instructions indicating that the author’s posi-
tion was assigned by the experimenter.  Participants estimated the 
author’s actual attitude towards marijuana. Autonomy preservation-
primed participants made stronger dispositional attributions than 
control participants [t=2.18, p = .03]. 

These five studies highlight how autonomy preservation moti-
vation reduces decision biases involving over-reliance on social in-
formation but increases biases involving under-reliance on social in-
formation, all without conscious awareness.  These results highlight 
the broad influence of the social environment on mental contamina-
tion by strengthening while also alleviating specific biases. Thus, due 
to the nonconscious and autonomous operation of social resistance 
goals, consumers’ presumption that resisting social influence will 
improve decision quality is not always accurate.
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