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Although the notion of automatic cognitive processing has a tradition as
old as the field of psychology itself (see review by James, 1890; also Bargh,
1984; Gilbert, Chapter 6, this volume), the widespread application of the
concept to social perception, judgment, and behavior is a relatively recent
occurrence, Its renaissance can be traced to the introduction of a theoreti-
cal distinction between “automatic” and *conscious” or “controlled™ pro-
cesses in the mid-1970s—a distinction that since has become increasingly
important for an ever-wider range of social phenomena.

An automatic thought process was initially defined as one that is ca-
pable of occurring without the need for any intention that it occur, with-
out any awareness of the initiation or operation of the process, and with-
out drawing upon general processing resources or interfering with other
concurrent thought processes (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974; Posner & Sny-
der, 19785; Shiffrin & Schneider, 1977). In other words, an automatic pro-
cess was defined as satisfying the criteria of being unintentional, involun-
tary, effortless (i.e., not consumptive of limited processing capacity},
autonomous, and occurring outside of awareness. Currently, the consensus
definition of automaticity remains that it possess all of these features (see
reviews by Johnson & Hasher, 1987; Kahneman & Treisman, 1984; Lo-
gan & Cowan, 1984; Zbrodoff & Logan, 1986); this unitary nature 1s
what distinguishes the concept of automaticity from each of its defining
qualities (see also Fiske, Chapter 8, this volume).

Conscious or controlled processes, on the other hand, were defined as
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4 PART . BASIC PROCESSES

those that are under the flexible, intentional control of the individual, that
he or she is consciously aware of, and that are effortful and constrained
by the amount of attentional resources available at the moment (see also
Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968; Logan, 1980; Necly, 1977; Shallice, 1972).
Any single cognitive process, then, was thought to be either controlled or
automatic (although most processing tasks are sufficiently complex to in-
volve a combination of automatic and controlled components; e.g., Shit-
frin & Schncider, 1977), according to this dual-mode model of cognition,

AUTOMATICITY AND ITS DISCONTENTS

It is a central aim of this chapter to persuade the reader that the assump-
tion thar a given cognitive process is cither automatic or controlled by
these definitional criteria is incorrect. What is more, my thesis is that this
assumption is misleading, resulting in faulty conclusions regarding the na-
ture of social-cognitive processing. Let us start with the assumption that a
cognitive process is either automatic or controlled, according to the defi-
nitional criteria of the two types. It logically follows that if a process fails
to mcet one or more of the criteria for one type, then it must be, by de-
fault, an instance of the other form of processing. For example, if a process
is found to occur effortlessly, or outside of awarcness, then it may be con-
cluded that the process is automatic because, by definition, it is not a con-
trolled process. On the assumption that the automatic and controlled pro-
cessing modes are mutually exclusive and exhaustive, if a process does not
meet all of the criteria for an automatic process, then it must be of the
controlled variety. Ascribing the guality of automaticity or control 1o a
process by default in this manner is therefore a direct consequence of as-
suming that the automatic—controlled dichotomy exhausts the universe of
cognitive processes.

What Does It Mean for a Social-Cognitive Process
to Be ““Antomatic”'?

Because, by defimition, a controlled process is not unintentional, or effort-
less, or autonomous, or involuntary, or occutring outside of conscious
awarcness, this “automaticity by defaalt” has meant in practice that a so-
cial-cognitive process has been considered to be automatic if it possesses
any of these qualitics. Thus, automaticity has been invoked to explain the
following processing cffects:

1. Effects of which a person is unaware (in making ateributions—
Taylor & Fiske, 1978; during impression formation—Higgins &
King, 1981; that result in emotional experience—Strauman & Hig-
gins, 1987},
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2. Effects that are relatively effortless, such that they will operate even
when attenttonal resources are scarce (e.g., Bargh & Thein, 1985,
Bargh & Tota, 1988; Gilbert, Pelham, & Krull, 1988).

3. Effects that are unintentional and occur even in the absence of
explicit intentions and goals (e.g., Winter & Uleman, 1984).

4, Effects that are autonomous, in that they will run by chemselves to
completion, without the necd of conscious attentional monitoring
{e.g., Smith, Branscombe, & Bormann, 1988; Smith & Lerner,
1986}.

5. Effects that are involuntary or uncontrollable even when one is
aware of them (e.g., Bargh & Pratto, 1986; Higgins, Chapter 3,
this volume; Wegner & Schneider, Chapter 9, this volume).

It is clear from these examples that the concept of automaticity has
become important in understanding a wide variety of social-perceptual and
social-judgmental phenomena. It is also apparent that several of the com-
ponent criteria of automaticity have been investigated in their own right
because of their relevance for these research domains, But as the present
review of the social research into automatic phenomena indicates, most of
these findings meet only one or two of the defining criteria of antomaticity,
and not the others.

A few examples may illustrate the point to be developed more com-
pletely later. Several studies of automaticity in impression formation (c.g.,
Bargh & Thein, 1985; Gilbert & Krull, 1988} and social judgment (e.g.,
Smith & Lerner, 1986) have shown subjects to be able to engage in task-
relevant forms of processing very efficiently, even when attentional re-
sources arc scarce. Becausc these routinized modes of thought are rela-
tively independent of the availability of conscious attention, they are au-
tomatic in the “efficient” or “effortless” sense. But in these studics, subjects
were given explicit instructions by the experimenter to form an impression
or make the judgment. Thus, it could not be said that the subjects per-
formed these cognitive operations unintentionally or involuntarily, or that
they werce not aware of doing so or could not stop themselves.

By the same token, many processing effects that have been shown to
be unintentional depend on conscious and attentional processing of some
form for their occurrence. Examples of these unintended outcomes of in-
tended and aware thought arc the activation of accessible attitudes upon
perception of the attitude object (Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, Powell, & Kardes,
1986}, trait categorizations of behavioral information (Uleman, 1987; Winter
& Uleman, 1984), and most category-priming demonstrations {c.g., Hig-
gins & King, 1981; Wyer & Srull, 1986).

Intention, Awareness, Efficiency, and Control as Separate Issues

These examples, and the other research to be reviewed herein, illustrate

that there is a problem both with the unitary definition of automaticity
*
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and with the assumption that automatic and controlled processes, as con-
scnsually defined, exhaust all possibilities. These difficulties with the con-
cept of automaticity are not unique to social-cognitive research by any
means, having been noted and debated for several years within cognitive
psychology. Whereas in social cognition the research emphasis in this de-
cade has been on documenting the automatic (albeit single-criterion—un-
intended or efficient) aspects of perceptual and judgmental processes pre-
viously assumed 1o be conscious and deliberate, in cognitive psychology
just the reverse has been true. Processes previousty believed to be proto-
typic exatnples of antomaticity—for instance, the activation of a word’s
meaning during reading; cffects of semantic priming and spreading acti-
vation; the Stroop color—word interference effect; and well-practiced vi-
sual target detection—have all been shown to require some attentional re-
sources (and thus not to be completely effortless), and not to occur if the
subject has certain processing goals {e.g., Dark, Johnston, Myles-Worsley,
& Farah, 1985; Hoffman & MacMillan, 1985; Kahneman & Henik, 1981;
Ogden, Martin, & Paap, 1980). In addition, as Logan and Cowan (1984)
have pointed out, most processes that are popularly considered to be au-
tomartic, such as typing, reading, driving, and walking, arc actually highly
conerolled, in that they arc intentional and stoppable. Furthcrmore, one is
usually awarc of such routinized action sequences while they are occur-
ring, although one does not need to pay active attention to them because
of their autonomous nature {Norman & Shallice, 1986). It sometimes hap-
pens that people are aware of performing complex actions, even though
they did not intend them, as in the “action slips” documented by Norman
{1981).

Thus, attention, awareness, intention, and contro! do not necessarily
occur together in an all-or-none fashion. They are to some cxtent indepen-
dent qualities that may appear in various combinations. As there is ample
evidence that antomatic processing is not unitary, such that all of its com-
ponent propertics do not co-occur, so also arc there no compelling theo-
retical reasons to believe in its unitary nature {Zbrodoff & Logan, 1986).
On these grounds, Zbrodoff and Logan (1986} concluded that it would be
mote profitable to investigate the individual properties separartely.

It is clear that continuing to treat intentionality, awareness, efficiency,
and control as a composite, all-or-none package may well confuse rather
than clarify thesc component issues, which are of great importance in their
own right to the study of social perception, judgment, and behavior. Take,
for example, the conclusion that stereatyping is “automatic” because one
finds that it is an efficient and easily activated process. As Fiske (Chapter
8, this volume)} argues, consumers of such research in the legal arena may
quite logically take this conctusion to mean that there is evidence that
stereotyping is uncontrollable as well, and there would be important and
far-rcaching consequences for findings of responsibility in discrimination
cases. Mare than that, studies that have found stereotype activation to be
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efficient have at the same time found the use of such steteotypes in making
judgments about others to be controllable, given values or motivation not
to do so (Devine, 1987).

Another example is the proposal that dispositional attributions are
made “automatically” becausc they are made more easily and efficiently
than situational ones (e.g., Gilbert, Chapter 6, this volume; Smith & Miller,
1983; Winter, Uleman, & Cunniff, 1983); this conclusion has been inter-
preted to mean that such judgments often are made unintentionally and
involuntarily (e.g., Hastie & Park, 1986; Trope, 1986). Whether attribu-
tions are made with little or no conscious consideration, or only through
a deliberate weighing of evidence following certain rules, has been an issue
of great theoretical importance within attribution theory and research for
many years (c.g., Hansen, 1980; Jones, 1979; Kruglanski, 1980; Langer,
1978; Winter & Ulecman, 1984).

All Automaue Processing Is Conditional

If one examines the uses of the label “automatic”™ within social psychol-
ogy, one finds that some of the processes are intended, whereas others
require recent conscious and intentional processing of related informa-
tional input, or attentional resources. Still others are not intended, but do
depend on goal-driven processing of a certain kind. As discussed in this
chapter, the obtained automatic effects fall into certain regular classes:
those that occur prior to conscious awareness (““preconscious’ automatic-
ity); those that require some form of conscious processing but that pro-
duce an unintended outcome {“postconscious” automaticity); and thosc
that require a specific type of intentional, goal-dirccted processing (“goal-
dependent” automaticity). Subtypes within each of these major classes can
also be delincated, based on variations in their necessary instigating con-
ditions. These types of processes clearly vary as to the conditions needed
to produce the effect in question: whether subject’s awareness of certain
stimuli is a requirement, whether focal-—spacial attention is necessary, and
whether a certain goal or intention must be operative,

All automaticity is conditional; it is dependent on the occurrence of
some specific set of circumstances. A cognitive process is automatic given
certain enabling circumstances, whether it be merely the presence of the
triggering proximal stimulus, or that plus a specific goal-directed state of
mind and sufficient attentional resources. The varions phenomena labeled
as “automatic” within social psychology vary greatly in the number and
quality of the conditions explicitly required for them to occur. Moreover,
there are many such “‘automatic” effects that may have implicit or “hid-
den” preconditions, due to the specifics of the experimental procedures.
Numecrous studies administer mood or attitude or personality inventories
just prior to experimental tests of the “automaticity” of the subject’s cog-
nitive processing in the domain of the questionnaire. Given what is known

.
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about the residual effects of recent conscious thought {sce below; also Hig-
gins & Bargh, 1987; Wyer & Srull, 1986), one cannot tell from such ex-
perimental designs whether the obtained effect would occur without the
extensive prior thoughe (see Bargh, 1984; Bargh & Tora, 1988). Another
difficulty in interpretation results from the specific instructions given the
subjects. If one instructs them to form an impression of a target person,
for example, and then finds that they do so cven when operating under
severe attentional shortage (Bargh & Thein, 1985; Gilbert et al., 1988},
one cannot conclude that such impression formation, however efficient and
effortless, would have occurred in the absence of the explicit goal. If sub-
jects have the task of differentiating between various stimuli, and then
learn to do so (e.g., Lewicki, 1986b), their pattern identification abilities
have not yet been shown to be independent of the intention and goal of
learning the patterns.

When such implicit assumptions arc put to the test, they are often
found to be invalid. For cxample, impressions are not always formed in
the absence of an impression formation goal (see Bargh & Thein, 1985, p.
1143; Sherman, Zehner, Johnson, & Hirt, 1983; Wycr & Gordon, 1982;
Wyer & Srull, 1986}, and implicit pattern learning docs not occur unless
onc attends to the task and attempts to learn the target pattern (Nissen &
Bullemer, 1987).

Johnson and Hasher (1987) concluded from their teview of automa-
ticity research that one must be very carcful o specify all of the necessary
conditions for producing a given effect {instructions, attention availability,
direction of focal-spatial attention, etc.), because “theoretical ideas based
* on incomplcte task analyscs are likely to be wrong™ (p. 655). If such task
analyses arc important to a complete understanding of the operation of
the relatively simple cognitive tasks reviewed by Johnson and Hasher (e.g.,
lexical decision, word pronunciation), then they are even more critical for
phenomena of interest in social perception and cognition,

The Ecology of Automaticity

Deconstructing the concept of automaticity into its component features
also facilitates an assessment of the ecological validity of the phenomenon
in question by focusing attention on the extent to which the phenomenon
pussesses each of the separate qualitics, instead of just one or two. Among
the issues that this would help to address are the following:

1. If the effcct requires an exphlicit intention or goal on the part of the
subject, how likely is the person to have such a goal outside the labora-
tory? Arc there individual differences in motivation, values, or interests,
for example, that would make it more or less likely for a person to have
this goal or intention in the first place, and if so, to have it to a greater or
lesser degree? And does the cffect depend on not only the specific inten-
tion, but one of a certain minimal strength? Are there situational factors
that are likely to produce such imtentions?

*
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2. If the effect requires the availability of attentional capacity, then
will such capacity be available in natural settings? For example, findings
in the area of person memory (Srull, 1981, Experiment 4), causal attribu-
tion {see Gilbert et al., 1988}, impression formation (Bargh & Thein, 1985;
Strack, Erber, & Wicklund, 1982}, and stercotyping {Pratto & Bargh, 1988)
are different under a shortage of attentional resources than with ample
attention available, and such minimal attention allocation may be the norm
outside the laboratory.

3. Is the effect controllable, or will it occur even when the person
does not intend it and is trying to stop it {scc Tait & Silver, Chapter 12,
this volume; Wegner & Schneider, Chapter 9, this volume)? If a person is
not aware of the cffect, will making the person aware allow him or her to
conitol it (see Moretti & Shaw, Chapter 13, this volume)?

Clearly, the fewer the conditions that have to be in place to produce
an effect, and the more likely those conditions are to occur in the social
environment, the more general and constant the effect will be. Cognitive
processes that require only registration of the triggering proximal stimulus
pattern, and that will occur even if the person is trying to prevent them,
will be the most generally influcntial in ongoing and subsequent judgment
and behavior. These have been referred to by Fodor (1983) as “‘input pro-
cesses™; they are unavoidable and uncontrollable (e.g., basic sensory en-
coding). For example, try as one might, it is not possible to see the oranges
in a bowl as actually being purple, ot the sky at noon as a vivid red. On
the other hand, processes that require intention and attentional resources
in addition to the triggering stimulus pattern are less gencral, because at-
tention may not be available and other intentiens might be in place when
the proximal stimulus event occurs, The prediction and understanding of
any given phenomenon will be greatly enhanced by the discovery of those
component processes that automatically occur given the least provocation.

In summary, the concept of automaticity continues to be important to
understanding social perception, judgment, and interaction, but it has as-
sumed a variety of meanings that correspond to its scparate defining qual-
ities. [f one is not aware of a process, or does not nced to consciously
momtor its operation, or does not intend it, the process often is considered
to be automatic in nature, despite the fact that it is manifestly controlled
and conscious in all other respects. “This problem can be traced to the
underlying assumptions that the defining features of automaticity will nee-
essarily co-oceur, and that the antomatic—ontrolled dichotomy compriscs
the entire set of cognitive processes. However, it is becoming ever more
obvious that these assumptions are inherently invalid.

As noted elsewhere in this volume as well {(e.g., sec the chapters by
Fiske, Gilbert, Logan, and Uleman), the multiple meanings of the concept
of “automaticity” that are currently in nse have resulted in some confusion
as to what one means by the term. Because social-psychological rescarch
is not really concerned with the question of whether automatic processing

™
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exists in its purest form, but rather with the individual component issues
of intentionality, awarcness, autonomy, and efficiency, the ficld would be
better served if research explored these separate issues in their own right.
Namely, does a process require attention? Does it require one’s intention
that it occur? Does it occur involuntarily? Does it depend on recent preac-
tivating or priming experience? In other words, theory should conceptual-
ize the judgment or behavior process of interest as automatic given certain
necessary conditions, and research should focus on establishing those min-
imal conditions nceded to produce the effect.

VARIETIES OF AUTOMATICITY

The several demonstrations of automatic processing of social stimuli have
varied widely as to their necessary conditions. Some require conscious
awarcness and attentional processing; some need preactivation alone with-
out necessarily any awareness of the preactivating event; some are depen-
dent on spccific processing goals; and some require the intention that the

TABLE 1.1. Necessary Conditions for Each of the Several Varieties of
Automatic Processing

Precondition

Awarencss  Specific  Intention Allocanon  Censcious

of processing that of focal guidance
Variety of instigating goal in effect attention to
automaticity stimulus place occur to process  completion
Preconscious
Construct
activation No No No No Nao
Evaluation
and affect No No Nao Neo No
Postconscious
Reverberatory Yes No No No No
Residual Yes No No No No
Goal-dependent
Unintended
Side effect Yes Yes No Yes No
Context-
dependent Yes Yes No Neo No
Intended
Autonomous
procedures Yes Yes Yes No No
Incubation Yes Yes Yes No No
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effect itsell occur. Technically speaking, all of these effects are quasi-au-
tomatic, but each of them nonetheless captures some essence of what it
means to be automatic. A review of these findings follows, organized in
terms of necessary conditions and ordered from the fewest to the greatest
number of them. Table 1.1 contains a summary of the prerequisites for
each of the varieties of antomaticity delincated in this section.

Preconscious Automaticity

Preconscious processes require only the triggering proximal stimulus cvent,
and occur prior to or in the absence of any conscious awarencss of that
event. In these forms of environmental analysis reside the interpretative
analyses that produce the “givens” of consciousness and the starting point
of controlled processing. Preconscious processes operate uncontrotlably,
autonomously, involuntarily, and nearly effortlessly. Fodor (1983) has lik-
ened preconscious input analyses to reflexes, as “they are automatically
triggered by the stimuli they apply to” (p. 55).

To be precise, inside the precondition of the presence of the relevant
proximal stimulus event is the additional one that the environmental event
to be preconsciously analyzed be detected by the sensory apparatus. This
requires, at least in the case of vision, the allocation of spatial attention to
the relevant part of the environmental field (Kahneman & Treisman, 1984).
In other words, a modicum of attention allocation may be necessary for
registration of the proximal stimuli, even though the analysis of the stim-
ulus takes place prior to conscious awareness (see Kahneman & Treisman,
1984, and Norman & Shallice, 1986, for more on the distinction between
attention and awareness). Because many such preawareness and involun-
tary processes have been shown to require some minimal amount of atten-
tional processing (Dark et al., 1985; Kahneman & Treisman, 1984), the
term “preconscious” is preferred here to the term “preattentive” (e.g.,
Neisser, 1967}, and the strong claim of completely cffortless preconscious
processing 1s not made here (see Kahneman & Treisman, 1984).

The importance of the preconscious variety of antomaticity is two-
fold. First of all, the validity of the interpretations and evaluations that arc
made prior to awarcness and that constitute one’s subjective experience
are then trusted as accurate and valid, precisely because the person 1s not
aware of any inferential activity { Johnson & Raye, 1981; Jones & Nisbett,
1971). Thus, these interpretations are not questioned, but are seen as un-
doubtedly valid sources of information, and are as a result a prime source
of judgments and decisions (Andersen, 1984; Andersen & Ross, 1984,
Bargh, 1988; Jacoby & Kelley, 1987; Jones & Nisbett, 1971). Second,
there is an increasingly influential model of consciousness {to be discussed
ptesently), to the effect that consciousness is a construction of the world
that integrates all current sources of activated memory locations, both those
preconsciously and those intentionally activated. Thus, preconscious anal-
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yses also may play an indirect role in memory and judgmental processcs,
even when the output or products of such analyses are not expressed in
phenomenal awareness, through their influence on the outcome of the
judgment or interpretation that is made consciously.

Chronically Accessible Social Constructs

Two major forms of chronic preconscious interpretative influences have
been studied in social cognition: social construct activation and evaluation
extraction. Through freguent and consistent activation by the environ-
ment, social constructs representing types of behavior (c.g., honesty, self-
ishness, aggressiveness) become capable of being activated by the relevant
proximal stimulus information itsclf, without the need for conscious inten-
tion or goals or attention, or any awareness that the information has been
thus categorized {Bargh, 1984; Higgins & King, 1981). As a consequence,
chronically accessible constructs are more likely to become activated by
relevant information than are constructs that require intentional, goal-di-
rected processing to be used. Considerable individual differences emerge in
the content of the chronically accessible constructs one possesses {(Higgins,
King, & Mavin, 1982); these are presumably due to differences in idiosyn-
cratic lifc experiences (i.e., long-term social covironment).

The interpretative influence of chronically accessible constructs was
demonstrated in onc study (Bargh, Bond, Lombardi, & Tota, 1986). We
found that subjects with a chronically accessible construct for kind or shy
bchavior were more likely to interpret ambiguously kind ot shy target be-
haviors in terms of that trait than were other subjects, in the absence of
any priming or preactivation of these constructs, and in an experimental
session held 2 months after the assessment of chronicity was made.

The implication that chronically accessible constructs should exert a
preconscious influence on the selection of social information, so that chronic
construct-relevant information would be more likely to influence conscions
judgments, has found empirical support as well. Higgins et al. {1982) found
that subjects were more likely to later remember those behaviors of a tar-
get person that corresponded to the subjects’ chronically accessible con-
structs than those that did not. Using the Stroop color—word technique to
test the involuntary and uncontrollable aspects of preconscious construct
activarion {see Logan, 1980; Kahneman & Treisman, 1984}, we (Bargh &
Pratto, 1986) found that subjects required more time to name the color of
trait adjectives that corresponded to their chronically accessible constructs
than those that corresponded to their maccessible constructs. As the word
meanings were irrelevant to the color-naming task, it was in the subjects’
interest to ignore them, yet the chronically accessible material proved more
of an involuntary distraction. And information relevant to subjects’ self-
concept also caused greater distraction from the conscious and intentional
task (i.c., shadowing a list of words in the dichotic listening task), cven
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