CHAPTER TEN

The Mind in the Middle

A Practical Guide to Priming and Automaticity Research

I0HM A. BARGH AND TANYA L. CHARTRARD

Though it might be hard lor Oedgling researchers of
today 1o believe, for most of the 20b century. invok-
ing cognitive mechanisms and processes 1o ex plain and
model psychological phenomena was not allowed. The
reason for this was because the only known research
technigue to examine these internal mental siates was
introspection and self-report. This method was seen 1o
be fatally flawed in that an ehjective outside observer
could not make the measurements, and so the data
could not be independently verified. (iher sciences did
not confuse the observer with the observed, and so. il
was said, neither should psychology if it wanted 10 be
considered a science, In his book, The Ghost i the Ma-
chirne. Arthur Koestler (1967) observed that this dedi-
cated neglect of its natural subject matter caused psy-
chology to go nowhere, at a time in history when the
other sciences, in contrast, were making giant strides
forward.

But things are very different today. The research
methods and technigues described in this chapter are
a major reason why we now have a scientific social
cognitive psychology. The methods described are nol
of sell-repor: they are made by cutside observers and
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are replicable by other outside observers. Instead ofin-
trospection, as a field we have learned how 1o make
inferences about cognitive process and struciure {rom
response latencies. and {rom the order in which our
participants recall stimuli about people and evenis and
about what happens when the mental system is put
under stress, as when the individual has 1o do several
different things a1 ence, For the most part, we do nol
have 1o rely solely on the person’s own description of
their internal state = like the nuclear physicist inferring
atomic structure from lines on 2 photographic plate, we
can infer mental struciure from 25 ms differences in the
timye taken to pronounce a specific word, One cannot
s inside another's mind. but neither can the physi-
¢is1 “see” quarks and muons inside the alom. Just as
do other sclences, we infer, deduce, and build theories
about the mind based on observables, generating fal-
sifiable predictions and putting them 10 the test. {Amd
we can even use introspeciion and self-repon, because
we are able 1o verify and check these data against the
other. independent means. |

The present chapter is a summary of the methods
commanly used to explore the cognitive representa-
tions and processes thar mediate. between Environ-
mental events and psychological reactions 1o them -
whether those responses be impressions, evaluations,
gosls, or behavior. We focus primarily on passive, of
unintennonal, forms of cognitive mediation in an ai-
wemp 1o keep it disting from motivational mediation
as much as possible, Goal effects on information pro-
cessing and behavior are purposive and strategic (by
definition) and nou strictly due 1o cognitive structurne
or process per se (for a comprehensive recent FEVIEW,
see Gollwitzer & Moskowitz, 1996). But motivation
and cognition are highly il not inextricably relaved
iGollwitzer & Bargh, 1996; Somrentinoe & Higgins,
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19864, and the reader of the presemt chapter will
find many references to the intersection of the two -
for instance, in the unintended carry-over effects of a
goal chosen Intentionally in one context 1o a subse-
quent context. We hope by maintaining a focus on
passive or unintentional effects, we keep 1o the theme
of how to study the mental representations and pro-
cesses that mediate and moderate social psychological
phenomena.

Priming and automaticity research techniques share
a concern with the ways that internal mental states
mediate, in 4 passive and hidden manner, the elfects of
the social environment on psychological processes and
responses. Automaticity techniques enable an expert-
menter 1o measure the particular mental procedures or
representations that are assumed. in his or her theory,
10 correspond to the individual differences in a phe-
nomenon. For example, Dodge (e.g.. 1993) has argued
that violent boys differ from other boys in the ways
that they automatically perceive the aggressive inten-
tions of others, Many depression rescarchers, starting
with Aaron Beck {1967}, have proposed that depressed
individuals tend to automatically think of themselves
in negative terms and so suffer low self-worth, withouwt
having much awareness of how those feelings come
ahaut. Priming studies, on the other hand, are more
concerned with effects of the current situational con-
1ext and how these environmental features cause the
average individual 1o think, feel. and behave differently
than otherwise.

Today. a quarter century alter pdischel {1973) pro-
posed the mergence of social and personality piychol-
ogy - that is, the study of individual dilferences in re-
actions to situational forces = the existence of individ-
ual differences in perception is well established in the
field. Yet only 30 years ago it was a radical thing {in
experimental psychalogy) to suggest that one's expen-
ence of the outside world was determined by anything
ather than the stimulation "out there,” We start our
treatment of cognitive research methods by presenting
a brief history of cognitive mediation in psychology:
first, the breakthrough idea that peeple could differ in
what they perceived in the environment, and how they
perceived it Tollowed by the various reasons found for
these individual vartations. The mind was not always
in the middle of psychological explanation: here is how
it got there.

THE INFLUENCE OF INTERNAL STATES ON
PERCEPTUAL EXPERIENCE

The cacly ¢lementalise approach of Wundt and Ticch-
ener held thar perception was explicable entirely in

terms of discrete sensory events: indeed. any reference
to perception of objects per se by the introspecting per:
ceiver (instead of (o the sensory [eatures present in
that object) was held 1o be going beyond the infor-
mation present - an inference, not something actually
perceived (see Boring. 1950). The Gestalt movement,
in [acy arose in direct opposition to the elementalist ap-
proach. The Gestaltists argued that people did indeed
go beyond the information given. perceiving objects as
wholes according to precise principles of form and rela-
tions that were not reducible to the sensory stimulation
alone (Koilka, 1922).

The study of visual llusions provided the Gesealr
movement with many powerful demonsirations that
these emergent properties of the stimulus - and not
merely the actual stimulus present — produced per
ceptions of size, distance, and brightness (see Boring
1950}, For example, a black and white photograph of a
woman in a white dress, standing next 1o a man wear-
ing a dark suit. appears phenomenally the same under
varying lighting conditions. This is despite the fact that
the dark suit under the brighter lighting is actually the
same {physically speaking) shade of grey as the white
dress had been under the darker lighting.

INDIVIDUAL DIFFEREMCES IN
PERCEPTUAL EXPERIENCE

When Christian Dior launched his “New Look™ in fash-
ion design in 1947, little did he know that he was alsa
supplying the name for a radical movement in human
perception research. What we know now as the “New
Look” in perception was a break from the then domi-
nant assumption that perceptual experience was deter-
mined solely by propenties of the stimulus Rebd {includ-
ing the Gestaltlsis” emergent propertics). Fot the Frst
time, it was proposed that there could be individual
differences in perceptual processing.

Although the Gestaliists showed that people go be-
yond the information present in the environment, the
mechanisms by which they did so were still regarded as
universal. Individual variation around the grand mean
ol judgments of intensity or other stimulus features was
reated as error variance, But it had been noticed that
there were consistent individual differences in these er-
rors, Some experimental participants were consistently
an the low side of the mean, with others usually on
the high side, and this became known, somewhat oxy-
moronically, as the “constant error.”

if these deviations had been merely random noise,
a given individual would have been expected 1o vary
randomly = not systematically - around the mean in
his or her judgments. Recognizing this, Bruner and
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