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Your recent history influences what’s on your mind (see Higgins, 1996), what you like or dislike (e.g., Murphy & Zajonc, 1993), what goals you pursue (e.g., Bargh, Gollwitzer, Lee-Chai, Barndollar, & Trotschel, 2001), and what you think of yourself (e.g., Baldwin, Carrell, & Lopez, 1990). It should therefore come as no surprise that your first impressions of other people are also influenced by your recent past.  In fact, what you, as a “perceiver,” think of a stranger (a “target”) may be especially saturated with your recent history. First impression judgments typically must be made in the absence of at least some pertinent information about a target and therefore require perceivers to “fill in the gaps.” These gaps may be filled with whatever is on one’s mind—whatever is “accessible”—and what is accessible is often a function of one’s recent past (see Higgins, 1996).  For example, if one’s recent environmental history included watching a violent television show, thoughts of aggression may be especially accessible and a first impression of a stranger might include that he is especially aggressive. Thus, first impression judgments are likely to reflect one’s recent environmental history. And recent environmental history can prime people to make certain first impression judgments. This chapter is about the role of priming (read: “recent environmental history”) in first impression judgments. 

The influence of priming on first impressions is far from simple—the aim of this chapter is to sort out some of the complexities in this relationship. Before proceeding, however, we need to make a few preliminary points: First, our discussion will be limited to that of priming influences on first impressions—the general phenomenon of priming is beyond the scope of this chapter (for overviews, cf. Higgins, 1996; Ratcliff & McKoon, 1988; Musch & Klauer, 2003). Our discussion will focus only on those theories most clearly relevant to first impressions and only on those research findings that involve first impressions. As such, interpretation-comparison (e.g., Stapel, Koomen, & Van der Pligt, 1997), inclusion-exclusion (Schwarz & Bless, 1992b), and flexible correction (Wegener & Petty, 1997) models will frame the discussion. Second, the vast majority of research on first impressions and priming has employed written behavioral descriptions as first impression stimuli. This methodological shortcoming will be discussed at the end of this chapter; however, it is important to keep this limitation in mind when forming conclusions about priming and first impressions. Finally, we have chosen to divide this chapter into two types of complexities: Complexities associated with the content of an environmental cue and complexities associated with the mind that the environmental cue enters.
ENVIRONMENTAL CUE CONTENT

An investigation into the impact of priming on first impressions should probably start with a short definition of the term priming; the dictionary definition of “making ready” or “prepare” comes very close to the scientific meaning. When social psychologists talk about priming, they usually refer to recent or current experiences which passively create an internal readiness (Bargh & Chartrand, 2000).  A stimulus is thought to make particular concepts accessible, and these accessible concepts are likely to guide processing and judgment. One classic study illustrating the impact of environmental cues (i.e., primes) on first impressions is that of Higgins, Rholes, & Jones (1977). Participants in this experiment were first given the task of solving scrambled sentences; unscrambled, these sentences included positive or negative personality traits (e.g., reckless vs. adventurous, stubborn vs. persistent). Afterwards, participants were given a short description of a person named “Donald”. This description was ambiguous, as some of Donald’s deeds (e.g., climbing Mt. McKinley) could be construed as either adventurous or reckless. The outcome variable of interest was participants’ impression of Donald. As expected, when participants were primed with positive traits (adventurous), they reported a favorable impression of Donald; however, when they were primed with negative traits (reckless), they reported unfavorable impressions of Donald. Clearly, the activation of the negative and positive concepts prepared, or laid the groundwork, for participants’ interpretation of Donald’s behavior and the resulting first impression.

Recent environmental history can either exert a positive impact, a negative impact, or no impact on first impressions. For example, imagine that prior to meeting George, you ran into your intelligent friend Bill. The encounter with Bill may increase, decrease, or not influence your first impression of George’s intelligence. Assimilation occurs when a first impressions change in the direction of the environmental cue. Contrast occurs when a first impressions change in the opposite direction of the environmental cue. Null effects occur when a first impression does not change at all following the introduction of an environmental cue. Several related theoretical models have been developed to predict when environmental cues will lead to assimilation, contrast, or null effects. In the following, we present several of these models. 
Trait vs. Exemplar Primes: Opposing effects on first impressions

A variety of cognitive representations may become accessible following exposure to an environmental cue. Assume again that you have run into your intelligent friend Bill prior to encountering George. The abstract idea of intelligence, the more concrete idea of Bill, or even one of Bill’s social categories (e.g., White) may become accessible—more confusingly, all three may become accessible. As several scholars have noted (Higgins, 1996; Wyer & Srull, 1989; Stapel & Koomen, 1998), researchers have rarely distinguished among these types of accessible material. That is, researchers have used trait terms (“intelligent”) and exemplars (intelligent individuals) interchangeably to make certain information accessible. This lack of conceptual detail only presents a problem if we assume that abstract representations of intelligence, for example, exert different effects on first impressions than representations of Bill’s intelligence. The first theoretical model that we will consider details how first impressions can be influenced by concrete exemplars and abstract traits. 

The Interpretation-Comparison Model

Stapel and Koomen (1998, 2001; Stapel, Koomen, & Van der Pligt, 1996, 1997; see also, Wyer & Srull, 1989) argue that assimilation is much more likely when abstract traits (e.g., intelligence) are accessible than when exemplar traits (e.g., Bill’s intelligence) are accessible. Indeed, many of the early studies utilized abstract traits in priming procedures. For example, Bargh, Lombardi, and Higgins (1988) used the scrambled sentence task described earlier (cf., Higgins et al., 1977) to either prime “inconsiderate” or “outgoing.” Note that this priming procedure should activate abstract traits (“inconsiderate”), rather than concrete exemplars (“inconsiderate Frank”). After a distracter task, participants read a paragraph that described a target person as ambiguous with regard to the traits in question. Participants were much more likely to label the target person in accordance with the primed (versus non-primed) trait. Such assimilation effects were observed in several influential studies (Bargh & Pietromonaco, 1982; Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977; Srull & Wyer, 1979). However, other studies reported contrast effects (e.g., Herr, 1986) despite utilizing similar paradigms. The important difference between these conflicting studies appears to be how the trait cue was presented. When the cue was presented as an abstract trait concept (hostility vs. kindness) assimilation resulted, whereas when the cue was presented as a concrete exemplar (Adolph Hitler and Santa Claus as indicative of hostility and kindness) contrast effects resulted. 

Stapel and Koomen (1998, 2001) argue that abstract trait cues influence subsequent first impression judgments by biasing interpretation of the target during encoding. In contrast, exemplar cues influence subsequent first impression judgments because these exemplars are used as a standard against which to compare the target. That is, person exemplar cues are likely to activate rather distinct mental representations with clear object boundaries and therefore have a clear anchor point to serve as comparison standards. Conversely, abstract representations lack distinctiveness, have no clear object boundaries or anchor points and are therefore unlikely to be used as comparison standards (Brown, 1954; Helson, 1964). The lack of clear boundaries in abstract traits makes it especially likely that there will be “spillover” from the abstract trait representation to subsequent interpretations. Thus, abstract cues bias encoding of the first impression toward the cue, resulting in assimilation. 

According to this interpretation-comparison perspective, abstract trait cues only exert an assimilation effect if presented prior to encoding (for a similar perspective, see Trope, 1986). Otherwise, there would be no opportunity for these cues to influence encoding of the target individual. Person exemplar cues, though, exert a contrast effect when presented at any time before the judgment. That is, standards of comparison are utilized at the time of the judgment—thus, the standard only needs to be accessible at the time of judgment. To test these hypotheses, Stapel and colleagues (1997) asked participants to form a first impression of “Donald” from a paragraph that was ambiguous with regard to whether Donald was hostile and unfriendly or assertive and friendly. Environmental cues were either abstract traits (“hostile” or “friendly”) or concrete exemplars of those traits ( “Hitler” or “Gandhi”). Abstract trait cues only resulted in assimilation when presented prior to the paragraph—when they were presented after the paragraph but before judgment, there was no effect. Person exemplar cues resulted in contrast, regardless of when they were introduced. These findings support the idea that abstract traits exert their assimilative influence at the encoding stage, whereas concrete exemplars exert their influence at the judgment stage. 

In summary, the influence of environmental cues depends on whether those cues exert an influence at encoding or judgment. According to the interpretation-comparison model, abstract trait cues influence the interpretation of a novel person at encoding; hence, abstract trait cues invite assimilation effects. Exemplar trait cues influence the comparison standard used to judge a novel person; hence, exemplar trait cues invite contrast effects. 

The Inclusion-Exclusion Model  
Although less detailed than the interpretation-comparison model with regard to stages of processing, the inclusion-exclusion model (Schwarz & Bless, 1992b, 2007) elaborates on the role of mental representation in forming predictions for assimilation or contrast. This model assumes that accessible material is either (a) assimilated into the representation of the target (inclusion) or (b) excluded from the representation of the target and instead used to construct a comparison standard (exclusion). Thus, when abstract trait representations bias interpretation of the target at encoding (according to the interpretation-comparison model), the inclusion-exclusion model maintains that the accessible trait has been assimilated into the representation of the target. And where the interpretation-comparison model suggests that person exemplars are used as the comparison standard at judgment, the inclusion-exclusion model maintains that exemplars simply alter the representation of the comparison standard. As with the interpretation-comparison model, a critical determinant of inclusion or exclusion is the distinctness of the primed construct—when indistinct, it is likely to bleed into the target. In contrast, when the primed construct is distinct and has clear boundaries (e.g., an exemplar) it is excluded from the target and used to construct a comparison standard. 
Inclusion-exclusion and applicability. The interpretation-comparison and inclusion-exclusion models make similar predictions with regard to abstract trait versus exemplar-based primes. The inclusion-exclusion model, however, adds predictive power most notably with regard to cue-target applicability. That is, similarity between cue and target should increase the likelihood that one representation bleeds over into the other (“inclusion”). Thus, increased applicability of cue to target should increase assimilation effects. Indeed, there is evidence that assimilation effects are only achieved when environmental cues are applicable to the target (Erdley & D’Agostino, 1988; Higgins, 1996; Sedikides, 1990). For example, in one study (Higgins and colleagues, 1977; see above), abstract adventurous/reckless cues, but not abstract obedient/disrespectful cues, influenced first impression adventurous/reckless judgments In other words, applicable cues were more likely to be “included” in the target representation.

More recent research has refined this rather strict definition of applicability. For example, Stapel and Koomen (2000, 2005) have shown that priming broad concepts (e.g., “good”) can lead to general assimilation effects across categories. That is, certain broad traits (“good”) were superordinate to other more specific traits (“kind”) such that priming the former influenced judgments of the latter. Thus, simply increasing prime breadth increases the likelihood of applicability, especially when prime and target are evaluatively consistent. 
The general principle of applicability is also relevant to understanding the role of social category membership in priming first impressions. Banaji, Hardin, & Rothman (1993) have argued that accessible abstract traits will only influence first impression judgments when those traits are associated with the target’s social category. For example, Banaji and colleagues (1993) found that first impressions of females, but not males, were influenced by an abstract “dependent” cue. The converse was true when the abstract cue was one of “aggressiveness” (see also, Stapel & Koomen, 1998). Thus, abstract trait cues only influenced first impressions when the cues were associated with the social category of the target person. This conjecture is further supported by classic work on automatic stereotype activation in first impressions (Devine, 1989; Lepore & Brown, 1997). That is, this research used a male first impression target following an abstract trait cueing procedure. As such, the accessible trait (“hostile”, generated from other abstract African-American trait cues) would have been applicable to the target, since aggressiveness is associated with males. 
In summary, the inclusion-exclusion model (in its most basic form) makes similar predictions as the interpretation-comparison model. Both models predict assimilation with abstract cues and contrast with exemplar cues. The inclusion-exclusion model is especially relevant for modeling the role of applicability. Specifically, applicable primes are those that are similar to the target and thereby likely to be included in the first impression representation, resulting in assimilation. These models have been useful in describing how the content of an environmental cue might alter first impression judgments. However, there is at least one domain in which priming effects have not been adequately modeled or incorporated into existing theory. We turn next to that domain. 
Exemplar-Based Priming: Some Theoretical Misgivings
The story so far has been simple: applicable, abstract trait primes lead to assimilative first impressions and exemplar trait primes lead to contrasting first impressions. The story has been framed within two theoretical perspectives, the inclusion-exclusion model and the interpretation-comparison model. However, any simple and broad scientific story is sure to have a number of qualifications—a problem described as “the problem of induction” (Hume, 1748). For example, the simple story that “grass is green” has some qualifications. That does not mean that grass is never green nor that the principles that cause grass to be green are somehow incorrect. The qualifications, however, imply that a broader theory may be necessary for describing when grass will be green, when it will be a different color and why. Likewise, the fact that the inclusion-exclusion model and the interpretation-comparison model enjoy only qualified predictive success does not imply that either of these models is “wrong” or “incorrect.” Rather, a broader theory may be necessary to describe when these models are most appropriate. 

First, the effects of “moderate” (Alice Cooper) exemplars do not conform well to either approach. A priori predictions derived from the inclusion-exclusion model and the interpretation-comparison model both suggest that decreasing the extremity of an exemplar prime (e.g., from “Hitler” to “Alice Cooper”) would decrease the size of a contrast effect. For example, because the inclusion-exclusion model suggests that primed concepts are potentially included in representations (of the target or standard), there should be a linear relationship, such that more/less extreme primes are associated with stronger/weaker effects. Empirical evidence has been inconsistent with these predictions: moderate exemplars appear to prime assimilative first impressions, rather than muted but contrastive first impressions (e.g., Moskowitz & Skurnik, 1999; Stapel et al., 1997). 

The inconsistency of these findings with the interpretation-comparison model led Stapel and colleagues (1997) to the hypothesis that person exemplars exhibit a small assimilative effect at encoding. The idea was that the small assimilative effect would be overwhelmed at judgment when the exemplar was sufficiently extreme, but not when the exemplar was only “moderate.” Indeed, findings supported their hypothesis. However, by adding these post-hoc hypotheses, Stapel and colleagues (1997) risked creating an almost unfalsifiable model whose broader principles cannot be tested. As such, it may be more fruitful to explore when the more parsimonious initial model will and will not be predictive.
In any case, the simple story has just become more complicated—exemplar trait primes do not always lead to contrasting first impression judgments. As Herr and colleagues (1983) pointed out, however, inter-exemplar contrast is probably the norm. Thus, the limitations of the inclusion-exclusion and interpretation-contrast models in this domain may be relatively small. 

The second qualification regards the application of exemplar trait primes to first impression targets. The inclusion-exclusion and interpretation-comparison models suggest that exemplar trait priming should yield contrast to the degree that exemplar and target belong to the same social category. That is, similar exemplars are clearly more relevant to the target than are dissimilar exemplars and are therefore more likely to be used as comparison standards. Indeed, person exemplar cues (Hitler, Gandhi) lead to contrast in first impression judgments (hostile, friendly) whereas animal exemplar cues (shark, puppy) do not (Stapel & Koomen, 1996; Stapel et al., 1996, 1997). Similarly, female exemplar cues, but not male exemplar cues led to contrast in a subsequent first impression of a female target (Stapel & Koomen, 1998). However, neither model can explain, on an a priori basis, why inapplicable exemplars (animals, males) have been associated with assimilation effects. Yet, another post-hoc alteration to the interpretation-comparison model was prepared to explain these effects (see Stapel & Koomen, 1998), again putting the interpretation-comparison model at risk of being unfalsifiable. 
We have reviewed two phenomena that do not appear to be well modeled, a priori, by either the inclusion-exclusion model or the interpretation-comparison model. Given the wealth of factors that may bear on the phenomenon of first impression priming, it is likely that there are other factors that also do not fit exactly within these two models. However, these models are quite broad and many hypotheses may be derived from them—in fact, many of these hypotheses have been supported. As such, it would be inappropriate to label either of these models “incorrect”—both appear to have considerable predictive power. The message from this section is simply that there are several areas of first impression priming in need of more appropriate a priori hypotheses derived from a parsimonious larger model. 
Environmental Cue Content: Summary
In summary, abstract trait primes generally lead to assimilative first impressions and exemplar trait primes generally lead to contrasting first impressions—findings that are well-modeled by both the inclusion-exclusion model and the interpretation-comparison model. These effects are strongest with applicable abstract trait primes and with applicable exemplar trait primes—findings that are especially consistent with the IE model. Several research findings in this area may be benefited by better a priori modeling. 
HOW PRIMING FIRST IMPRESSIONS DEPENDS ON THE MIND 


Just as first impressions are not made in a vacuum, environmental cues are not processed by empty minds. Human beings are not passive recipients of environmental input, but active information processors (e.g., Piaget, 1954; Goldstein, 2002) – people have goals, expectations, and learning histories. Thus, if two people look at the exact same object, they do not necessarily see the same thing (e.g., Balcetis & Dunning, 2006). In this section, we will examine how the mind moderates the influence of environmental cues on first impression judgments. We will first review conscious correction processes and then review the impact of goals.

Conscious correction of priming

Imagine that you have just met George and have decided that he is quite unintelligent. Upon reflection, however, you realize that George just seems unintelligent because you recently had lunch your brilliant friend Bill, and indeed, everyone seems rather stupid in comparison to Bill. Hence, you decide that George is simply average rather than unintelligent. This example illustrates that people can be aware of biases in their judgments (Nelson, 1996; Wegner & Wenzlaff, 1996) and often attempt to correct for these biases (Wilson & Brekke, 1994). First impression judgments should not be an exception to this rule; as such, the influence of environmental cues on first impression is amenable to correction. This section examines the conditions under which the influence of environmental cues are consciously corrected (or over-corrected).


Imagine again that you just met George and judged him to be quite unintelligent; however,  this time you did not make a correction, despite the fact that you passed by your brilliant friend Bill earlier. Why have you failed to make a correction? Perhaps you do not remember seeing Bill. Or perhaps you remember seeing Bill, but do not believe that the brief meeting biased your impression of George. One difference between this example and the former is that the former example included a prolonged encounter (lunch) where the current example included only a brief encounter. Indeed, subtle cues are less likely than blatant cues to invite conscious corrections. In research on first impression judgments, environmental cues range from the extremely subtle (even subliminal) variety to the “hit ‘em over the head” variety. As an example of a subtle cue, Bargh and Pietromonaco (1982) presented hostile or neutral words parafoveally for 100 milliseconds (ms) each, immediately followed by a 100 ms series of x’s. Participants were unable to identify the content of these words, yet those exposed to hostile words were subsequently more likely than those exposed to the neutral words to form a hostile first impression of an ambiguously hostile target. This effect of subliminal influences on first impression has been replicated (e.g., Bargh, Bond, Lombardi, & Tota, 1986). 

All else being equal, subtle influences on first impression judgments do appear to be less amenable to conscious correction than more blatant influences. This does not imply, however, that subtle influences are immune to correction. In fact, non-conscious correction processes are common for some perceptual processes. For instance, the human visual system is constantly making corrections. As you approach an object, that object takes up an increasingly large proportion of your retina, yet you don’t perceive that object to be growing larger: your perceptual system has non-consciously corrected for the influence of retinal proportion on size perception. It is likewise possible that first perceptions incur non-conscious corrections for environmental influences. Obviously, the underlying processes would be different, but the rationale is analogous—correction of subtle or non-conscious influences of environmental history are possible. Despite the possibility of non-conscious correction, research to date does suggest that correction processes are most likely with blatant primes. 
Awareness of an environmental cue, however, is not sufficient for correction and does not imply that the cue is “blatant.” For example, in many studies (e.g., Higgins et al., 1977; Srull & Wyer, 1979) participants engage in the “scrambled sentence” procedure outlined above. In this paradigm, participants are aware of the environmental cues yet the primed abstract traits typically elicit assimilation effects, suggesting that correction does not occur. One possibility is that at the time of judgment, participants do not consciously recall the priming event. Lombardi, Higgins, and Bargh (1987) provided support for this explanation. Using the scrambled sentence procedure, these researchers found that participants who could recall the primed construct apparently corrected for the influence of the prime; that is, these participants did not exhibit assimilation effects in their first impressions of a target. Thus, failure to recall the priming event is one condition that can short-circuit correction attempts. 

It is also possible, however, to recall a priming event but not understand that the event could influence a first impression judgment. For instance, in one experiment (Lepore & Brown, 2002), participants were or were not exposed to social category labels likely to make the trait “hostility” accessible (cf., Devine, 1989). Importantly, in this procedure nearly all participants could recall the primed trait words; however, only some of the participants drew a connection between the priming task and the subsequent first impression task. Those participants who did draw a connection between the priming task and the impression formation task were uninfluenced by the priming task. In contrast, those who did not draw a connection were influenced by the primed trait words. Here, it seemed that awareness of the influence, rather than awareness or recall of the prime, was the crucial element. 

In response to the complexities involved with correction, several models have emerged to explain when and how people will correct for environmental influences. Although these models share many assumptions (such as that blatant cues are typically corrected for), we will focus on the flexible correction model (Wegener & Petty, 1995, 1997) as it highlights the role of individual minds. Specifically, the flexible correction model assumes that perceivers have naïve theories about the influence of particular types of cues. For example, whereas I might believe (as an author of a chapter on priming) that even an ephemeral experience is likely to influence my first impression judgments, another individual may not have that belief. The introduction of an ephemeral cue into our environments might thus result in correction for me, but not other individuals. This consideration of individual minds permits especially fine-grained predictions for corrections. For example, two individual perceivers may converse with intelligent Bill prior to meeting average George. Whereas Perceiver #1 believes that a long conversation could have a substantial impact on subsequent judgments, Perceiver #2 only expects a small impact—as a result, Perceiver #1’s first impression of George is likely to be corrected more than Perceiver #2’s. Again, understanding different minds is a key to understanding corrective processes under the flexible correction model. 


A second important reason for covering the flexible correction model in detail is that this model (as opposed to earlier models; e.g., Martin, 1986) builds on the idea that both assimilation and contrast can result from environmental cues, independent of correction. In the initial example of Bill and George, the immediate effect of Bill on George was one of contrast, and the attempted correction was to remove the contrast effect—earlier models would have difficulty with this scenario. Thus, the flexible correction model builds more directly on the models we have thus far reviewed and maintains that contrast can arise from rather automatic influences—as such, effortful correction may lead to assimilation, rather than contrast. 
In some ways, the flexible correction model is quite similar to the mental contamination model of Wilson and Brekke (1994); in this model, contamination is defined as any unwanted influence on thoughts, feelings, judgments or decisions. Clearly, the impact of priming on first impressions can be seen as mental contamination. To avoid contamination, people must be aware of the unwanted process, they must be motivated to correct it, they need to know the size and the direction of the bias and they need the means to adjust their judgment. The flexible correction model shares these premises but adds that over-correction is a function of the naïve theory of bias—specifically, overcorrection will occur (given motivation and ability) if an environmental cue is theorized to exert a stronger bias than it actually does. 


The flexible correction model can be applied to a variety of findings. For example, when participants are reminded of the priming episode prior to making first impression judgments, correction usually follows: in one study participants were asked to write down adjectives as they were presented orally—the adjectives were either synonyms of “friendly” or “dishonorable.” After a distraction task, participants were either asked to recall these words (reminder) or not (no-reminder). Subsequent ratings of an ambiguously friendly/dishonorable target reflected assimilation effects when there was no reminder, but contrast effects when there was a reminder (Strack, Schwarz, Bless, Kubler, & Wanke, 1993). According to the flexible correction model, participants over-corrected for the perceived influence of the prime—presumably, their naïve theories suggested that priming of this type could exert a stronger influence than was actually observed. In fact, over- or under-correction should not be uncommon—people appear to have quite inaccurate beliefs about the extent to which various events cloud judgment (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Thus, naïve theories are often incorrect, leading to frequent over- or under-correction. 


Building on this idea, Stapel, Koomen, and Zeelenberg (1998) asked participants to indicate whether they thought priming would lead to assimilation or contrast effects—most participants thought that the priming task would lead to assimilation, regardless of whether it was abstract or exemplar priming. In this same priming study, some participants were asked to make sure that their ratings were not influenced by the priming task (correction condition). In general, abstract trait priming led to assimilation whereas exemplar trait priming led to contrast. However, among participants in the correction condition, only contrast effects were observed. In other words, participants’ naïve theories about the influence of priming (i.e., assimilation) caused them to (over) correct for their supposed bias, even though this bias was not apparent in the exemplar condition. Thus, naïve theories can help to explain why correction processes sometimes fail.
The timing of conscious correction can also be an important factor in first impression judgments. Specifically, correction prior to exposure to the target may result in quite different corrections than those that occur after exposure to the target. Stapel and Koomen (1999) proposed that it is difficult to reconstruct the exact influence of a prime that has already occurred and that correction attempts that occur after exposure to the target are likely to be quite general; corrections prior to exposure are likely to be specific to the primed trait. Results of at least one study supported this distinction between pre- and post-encoding correction (Stapel and Koomen, 1999). Thus, distinctions between pre- and post-encoding corrections may be important to draw when considering the ultimate impact on first impression judgments.
One important distinction generally not drawn in the correction literature—and therefore not addressed by the flexible correction model—is the distinction between conscious correction processes and “unpriming.” The concept of unpriming is based on the idea that prime influences are generally not eternal—instead, certain processes may be responsible for shutting off the influence of a prime. One “shutting off” process appears to be the use of the prime—that is, similar to emotional catharsis or task completion, the explicit use (influence) of a prime negates its subsequent power (e.g., Sparrow & Wegner, 2006). It is possible to apply this reasoning to studies in which participants “correct” for prime influences after drawing a connection between the prime and the target judgment. That is, drawing an association between the prime and the target task can be considered an influence of the prime—at this point, the influence of the prime may be shut down via “unpriming” rather than via a conscious realization about the likely influence of the prime. By this reasoning, blatant primes or recallable primes are unsuccessful not by virtue of conscious correction, but instead by virtue of unpriming. This reasoning does not currently have direct empirical support, as conscious correction has not been compared with unpriming—as such, this reasoning should be used to motivated future research rather than invalidate prevailing explanations. 
In summary, environmental cues can range from subtle to obvious. As they become less and less subtle, people become more and more likely to alter subsequent first impression judgments away from the presumed direction of influence. Correction processes are likely to range from unconscious to completely conscious and are especially likely when people can draw a connection between the priming event and the first impression judgment. The flexible correction model helps to explain when and how much people will correct their first impressions for the presumed influence of environmental cues. 

Processing goals


Imagine again that you are to form a first impression of George after encountering intelligent Bill. You are to negotiate a deal with George, however, and as such it is extremely important that your impression of George’s intelligence be accurate. Indeed, when people are especially motivated to be accurate, research (described below) has shown that people are unlikely to be influenced by environmental cues. Although research on goals in first impressions has focused mainly on accuracy goals, there are a variety of goals that may be active as people form first impressions. In this section we review how these goals may moderate the influence of environmental cues on first impressions. 

Accuracy goals


People would prefer to not be biased (Wilson & Brekke, 1994). Most would prefer their impressions of a target individual to be based on that individual’s behaviors and characteristics, rather than on an irrelevant remnant of recent experience. Indeed, one assumption of the inclusion-exclusion model is that a given piece of information will not be used in judgment if it is perceived as irrelevant to the judgment itself. Likewise, the flexible correction model assumes that people would like to be unbiased in their judgments—otherwise, why would people try to correct for biases? The extent to which people have this motivation, however, varies by person and by situation. For example, when Wilson and Brekke (1994) asked people to consider how much they would be bothered by being biased in various circumstances, people indicated that they would be quite concerned about being biased in a major life decision but not terribly concerned about being biased in preferences for recreational activities. Concern for a lack of bias in first impressions probably falls somewhere in between a major life decision and preferences for recreational activities, but probably closer to the latter. Thus, although accuracy motivation is likely to be somewhat apparent in first impression judgments it is by no means inevitable. 

Increases in accuracy motivation should lead to increasingly accurate first impressions, unbiased by recent environmental cues. That is, accuracy motivation prompts (a) systematic processing and careful consideration of a target’s characteristics and behaviors (Chaiken, Giner-Sorolla, & Chen, 1996), (b) consideration of a wide variety of alternative possibilities (Ford & Kruglanski, 1995), and/or (c) constant revising of the impression (Tetlock, 1992). All of these processes may lead to correction processes (Petty & Wegener, 1997) or the consideration of more information (which would dilute the impact of the prime; Schwarz & Bless, 2007). 
To examine whether accuracy motivation reduces the influence of environmental cues on first impressions, Ford and Kruglanski (1995) primed participants with positive or negative trait terms and subsequently asked participants to form an impression of an individual who behaved in an ambiguous manner. After the priming task, but prior to encoding information about the target, some participants were told that they should form as accurate an impression as they could, since they would be asked to justify their impression to the experimenter. The standard assimilation effect occurred onlyfor participants who were not given the accuracy instructions. These findings suggested that first impressions might not be terribly influenced by environmental cues among people with especially strong accuracy motivation (see also, Thompson et al., 1994). However, because accuracy motivation instills correction processes regardless of when such motivation is activated, it remains possible that accuracy motivation produces several different types of correction processes—some that occur before and some that occur after the priming effect. 
In summary, although accuracy motivation may produce a variety of effects on judgment in general, as applied to first impressions, it appears as though accuracy motivation eliminates or reverses the impact of abstract trait primes. It should be noted, however, that accuracy motivation appears to have little if any effect on the impact of exemplar trait primes (see Stapel et al., 1998). 

Communication goals


Often, the reason that people are motivated to be accurate in their judgments is because they will be accountable to others for those judgments. Indeed, accountability manipulations are commonly used in experiments to create accuracy motivation (see Tetlock, 1992). However, knowing that one has to communicate a judgment to others can instigate goals beyond accuracy. For example, with pre-existing knowledge of another’s attitude on a particular topic, one may alter his views on that topic to coincide with those of this other person (e.g., Heider, 1958). Indeed, recent findings suggest that attitudes and beliefs will change in the direction of actual or anticipated interaction partners (Lowery, Hardin, & Sinclair, 2001; Sinclair, Lowery, Hardin, & Colangelo, 2004). First impression judgments may follow similar rules—specifically, with knowledge of a third party’s attitude toward a target, one may alter the first impression of that target in the direction of the third party’s attitude. Just as accuracy motives may reduce the influence of some primes via recoding of the impression formed, so may interpersonal communication goals. Sedikides (1990) observed support for this hypothesis. Participants were told that they would be communicating an impression of a target person to a recipient. The recipient was described as either liking or disliking the target (or no information was provided about the recipient). Either prior to or after these instructions, participants were primed, via a scrambled sentence task, with either positive or negative traits about the target. After reading the ambiguous target description, participants described their first impressions of the target. As expected, standard assimilation effects were observed on the primed trait dimensions when no information was given about the recipient. However, there was no priming effect when the attitude of the recipient was known—impressions were positive when the recipient was described as liking the target and negative when the recipient was described as disliking the target. These effects held regardless of whether the communication instructions were provided before priming, after priming, or after description of the target. 
This study suggests that participants either encoded or recoded the target representation according to the views of the recipient, overwhelming any effects of the prime on the target representation. Thus, both accuracy goals and communication goals may dilute or eliminate influences of abstract trait priming on first impressions.

Impression formation goals


Although we often make first impressions of others because we are trying to do so, at other times we are too busy or simply uninterested in making a conscious impression judgment. When busy or uninterested, though, we may sometimes unintentionally form impressions of others (Bassili, 1989; Uleman & Moskowitz, 1994; Winter & Uleman, 1984; see also, Skowronski & Carlston, this volume). Nonetheless, our later judgments of an individual may be different depending on whether or not we intended to form an impression of that individual (Hastie & Park, 1986). In most studies examining the role of environmental cues in first impressions, participants are given instructions to form an impression prior to their judgments—thus most effects of priming on first impressions have been observed under circumstances in which perceivers have an active impression formation goal. In an effort to clarify the role of impression formation goals in modulating the impact of environmental cues on first impressions, we review here the handful of studies that have manipulated impression formation goals in priming experiments. 

One route that researchers have taken is to examine impression formation goals active during exposure to environmental cues. Building on research on spontaneous trait inferences, Moskowitz and Roman (1992) used behavioral descriptions as primes. Research on spontaneous trait inferences has shown that people spontaneously infer traits from behavioral description sentences but only when perceivers are motivated to form an impression will these traits be connected to the target (e.g., Bassili, 1989). Thus, behavioral description sentences should activate abstract traits in the absence of impression formation goals, but exemplar-based traits (traits connected to actors) in the presence of impression formation goals. Moskowitz and Roman (1992) instructed some participants (but not others) to form an impression of individuals in behavioral description sentences. All participants then formed an impression of an ambiguous target person. Among those given impression formation instructions, prime-target contrast occurred, presumably because these participants inferred exemplar-based traits. Otherwise prime-target assimilation occurred, presumably because these participants inferred abstract traits from the behavior descriptions (see also, Stapel et al., 1996).  

Finally—and perhaps unsurprisingly given the discussion thus far—when perceivers are asked to “interpret” a target’s behavior, assimilation effects follow environmental cues, whereas when perceivers are asked to “compare” a target to other people, contrast effects follow environmental (Stapel & Koomen, 2001a). Thus, the influence of impression formation goals on the prime-target relationship may depend on the specific form of those impression formation goals.  
In general, behaviors encountered by a perceiver just prior to meeting a target person can alter first impressions of that target person. When those preceding behaviors are encountered in the presence of impression formation goals, first impression judgments of a subsequent target are contrasted away from the preceding behaviors. However, if encountered in the absence of impression formation goals, first impression judgments of a target are assimilated to preceding behaviors. Thus, listening to Bill give an intelligent speech may cause a perceiver to think that George is intelligent, unintelligent, or neither depending on the impression formation goals of the perceiver.
Conclusions and future directions


When we meet someone for the first time, our minds are not empty. They are filled with thoughts and expectations, some of which have been made active by recent cues in the environment. This chapter has focused on the role of recent environmental history in helping forming first impressions of other people. In other words, this chapter examined the role of priming in first impression judgments. 


The review focused on factors that determine whether a particular environmental cue will have an assimilative, contrast, or null effect. In general, assimilative effects are likely when subtle abstract cues are encountered prior to a first impression. That is, our first impression of an individual will change toward the recently encountered cue. Contrast effects are likely when exemplar cues (read: people), and especially extreme exemplar cues, are encountered prior to a first impression. That is, our first impression of an individual will change away from the recently encountered cue. These effects were described in terms of the interpretation-comparison model (e.g., Stapel et al., 1996, 1997) and the inclusion-exclusion model (Schwarz & Bless, 1992, 2007). Specifically, subtle abstract cues are likely to influence encoding of a novel person and are likely to be melded with the representation of that person. Exemplar cues are more distinct, such that they can be used as standards of comparison (or they can alter the standard representation) in judging the target. Most priming effects in first impression judgments are consistent with these two models, although some studies show contradictory findings (e.g., that concrete exemplars sometimes lead to assimilation). 
In addition to properties of the environmental cues themselves, properties of the mind at any particular time can modify the influence of environmental history. For example, the flexible correction model suggests that individuals will use their naïve theories of influence and correct (often over-correct) for the perceived influence of environmental history. As different minds will have different naïve theories, it is likely that individuals’ first impressions of a target person will be differentially influenced by environmental history. It appears, however, that since naïve theories about exemplar cues are typically wrong, the effects of even blatant exemplar cues can go uncorrected (they cause contrast). 

Naïve theories of influence are but one property of the mind likely to mute, amplify, or reverse the influence of environmental history. In particular, the mind is likely to have goals both while encountering the environmental cue and while forming a first impression. When people are particularly motivated to be accurate, they are indeed unlikely to be influenced by irrelevant environmental cues, though this may not hold true for cues that influence comparison standards (e.g., concrete exemplars). When communication goals dictate the formation of particular judgments, those judgments are generally formed and drown out any effects of the environmental cue. And although abstract and exemplar cues generally lead to assimilation and contrast effects, respectively, interpretation and comparison goals generally foster assimilation and contrast independent of the type of cue. 


These general effects, however, should be considered in light of the fact that nearly all of these studies have utilized paradigms in which written behavioral description were used as the ”target behavior.” Although this may be an appropriate operational definition, and although we may often form first impressions of people through hearsay, first impressions are typically formed of people in the flesh. That is, people have plenty of other information (appearance, body language, etc.) to accompany more obvious behavior typically described in a sentence. Although these differences may not alter the influence of environmental cues, this topic should be investigated empirically, rather than assumed. Consider, for example, the role of accuracy motivation. With behavioral description studies, accuracy motivation typically leads to more accurate (less biased) first impression judgments, and these effects are thought to occur through an increase in systematic processing (Thompson et al., 1994). In nonverbal first impression studies, however, deliberative processing appears to reduce accuracy (e.g., Ambady & Gray, 2002). These divergent findings highlight the idea that different processes may underlie first impressions formed from behavioral descriptions and those formed with more complete (though perhaps brief) information about a person. To foster a better and more complete understanding of the role of environmental cues in first impressions, future research should include a variety of first impression exposure, including behavioral descriptions (e.g., Srull & Wyer 1979), nonverbal and verbal thin slices (e.g., Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992), environmental information (Gosling, 2002), and pictorial descriptions (e.g., Fiedler, Schenk, Watling, Menges, 2005).
Beyond this caveat, there exists a fairly consistent empirical picture of how first impressions depend crucially on the perceiver’s recent history. To many, the simple version of this picture is far from revelatory. Most psychologists understand that apparently “objective” reality is heavily clouded by the contents of our minds. In that sense it is not surprising that one’s recent experience can influence judgments of others. What may be surprising, however, is the complexity of the processes involved in priming first impressions. Recent history does not exert a unidirectional influence—both the direction and extent of influence are contingent on a variety of factors. In fact, modification of naïve theories or cue content or processing goals can eliminate, accentuate or even reverse priming effects that were otherwise well-modeled. The complexity of factors that modify priming influences might be taken as evidence of an active mind attempting to use all available information in an otherwise uncertain temporal-cultural context. That is, some have suggested that the key adaptation of the human mind is its ability to help humans adapt to a historically dynamic environment (Quartz & Sejnowski, 2002). Perhaps future researchers will thereby discover that the mind uses its recent history as an acceptable context with which to evaluate the social world. In this sense, then, it might be said that the mind doesn’t cloud social reality but rather constructs a social reality appropriate to its recent history. By this reasoning, recent history does not so much distort first impression judgments as it does situate those judgments. 
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