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Habit covers & very large part of life, and one engaged in stodying the objective
manifestations of mind is bound at the very ourser o define clearly just whar s

hmits are.—Jlarmer (18D, p. 104)

I can control something that ks self-controlled—if I can control che states of the
workd thet cause it, in controlling irself, to ace.—Denneti (1984, p. 56}

THE QUESTION OF CONTROL OVER SOCIAL THOUGHT
AND BEHAVIOR

How much control does one exercise over one's own thought and behavior in
social situations? This important and intriguing question has guided a consider-
able amount of research since it was posed by Langer (1978, see Uleman & Bargh,
1989). To ask wherther we as individuals control oor own rthought and behavior
supposes that other agents of control are possible. Thus, one approach to the
question is to consider what other agents of control may exist, and the extenr of
their influence.

Oine possibility is thar 1o some extent social behavior and cognition are under
the direct control of the environment (Bargh, 1984). That is, information present
in the social environment may acrivate internal memory representations that
then influence rhe interpretation of thar information, or perhaps even act upon it,
such 25 to make and store judgments or impressions, or make and carry out
behavioral decisions. Because these operations on the environmental inpur oocur
without active, intentional conscious involvement, or awareness of the extensive
processing taking place, they are called “preconscious” processes (see Bargh,

1989, for a review).
Automatic Influences in Social Perception and Judgment

How long is the reach of these environmentally driven infloences? Are they
limited to social perception, or can they guide actual social behavior? Seimulared

93




04 Fart 1. Self-Regulation and Saif-Control

by Langer's (1978) position that one’s behavior in complex social interactions is
often under the control of environmental cues, such that behavioral responses do
not require active conscious involvement, my colleagues and I embarked on re-
search testing the existence and then the limits of the social environment’s direct
control over thought and behavior. This research has shown that social informa-
rion activates internal memory representations without the person’s awareness of
the presence of the information in the environment {Bargh, 1982), and that these
activated representations subsequently influence the interpreration of behavioral
information and the outcome of social judgment processes (Bargh, Bond, Lom-
bardi, & Tota, 19865; Bargh & Pietromonaco, 1982). Moreover, these preconscious
activation effects occur even under conditions of information overload (Bargh &
Thein, 1985; Bargh & Tota, 1988), and when the subject is actively attempaing to
prevent them from occurring (Bargh & Prate, 1986).

Other lines of research have documented the unintentional, preconscious
activation of social stereotypes by salient, differentiating environmental features
such as age, race, and gender (e.g., Brewer, 1988, Devine, 1989, McArthur &
Friedman, 1980; Mills & Tyrrell, 1983; Pratco & Bargh, in press). There is also a
growing body of evidence chat social stimuli are evaluated preconsciously; that is,
they are classified as "good™ or "bad,” and rhis evaluation then remains active in
memory to influence responses to the stimulus (Bargh, Chaiken, Govender, &
Pratto, 1990; Bargh, Lite, Pratto, & Spielman, 1989; Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, Powell,
& Kardes, 1986). Still other studies have shown thar social behaviors are precon-
sciously classified in terms of the traits they exemplify (e.g., Winter & Uleman,
1984}, and that chese activated trait-related representations are likely then to be
used in a default manner in ascribing causality for the behavior (ie., in making
dispositional attributions when attentional resources are not sufficient to sccom-
plish the more effortful task of making a siruational artriburion; see Gilbert, 1989,

Gilbert, Pelham, & Krull, 1988).
Responses to the Environment Require an Intention

But there are indications that there is a limit o rhe extent of preconscious
determination of social cognition and behavior, and that this is at the stage of
responding 1o the environment, be it in the form of judgments or decisions, or in
terms of behavior (verbal and nonverbal) itself. That is, preconscious processing
af environmental information appears o be bounded, the restriction being that
slthough responses may be strongly or even exclusively influenced by precon-
scious analyses, the making of the response itself requires an intervening inten-
tion (see Bargh, 1989}, For instance, it has been argued that social judgments and
causal acrributions (Smith, 1984, p. 403; Smith & Miller, 1983; Winter, Uleman,
& Cunniff, 1985) and behavior (Langer, 1978} are produced directly by environ-
mental stimuli without the need of an intervening conscious intent, and the
evidence 15 thar these effects do nor occer withour an intention that they do (see
Bargh, 1984, 1989; Higgins & Bargh, 1987, pp. 376-378). Also, although subjects
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who were chronically sensitive o certain dimensions on social behavior were
more likely to notice them and use them in judgments (Bargh ee al,, 1986; Bargh
& Thein, 1985; Higgins, King, & Mavin, 1982}, and those subjects whose attirude
toward an activity had been made more sccessible were more or less likely
{depending on the valence of their attitude) to engage in thar activity (Fazio,
Fowell, & Herr, 1983), those judgments and behavior were always intended by the
subjects in those studies.

There are several lines of evidence supporting the existence of the apparent
asymptote for preconscious control at the point of responding o the environ-
ment. First, the forms of preconscious socisl information processing documented
thus far—stereotype and trait construct activation, for example—can be
prevented from influencing responses, given sufficient motivation and effort
(Bargh, 1989; Devine, 1989; Fiske, 1989). It has been well documented that
current copscious purposes are capsble of overriding automatically suggested
responses if the two are in conflict (Bargh, 1984; Logan, 1980; Neely, 1977,
Posper & Snyder, 1975). For example, in the Bargh (1982) dichotic listening
study, the presence in the unattended channel of stimuli relevant to a subject’s
self-concept did activate the corresponding mental constructs (as indicared by
measures of spare processing capacity), demonstrating preconscious, unintended
activation of the self-concept by relevant information in the environment. How-
ever, this activation did mot interfere with the subject’s conscious and intended
task of shadowing the artended channel.

Moreover, the tendency to spontaneously encode verbally presented behaviors
in terms of trait concepts (e.g, Winter & Uleman, 1984) disappears when the
subject’s processing goal does not require comprehension of the meaning of the
behavigr (Moskowitz & Uleman, 1987; Uleman, 1987). Thus, when pursuing a
goal for which spontaneous trait influences are not useful (as they are useful in
comprehending a behavior), subjects do not make them. In addition, although
there is converging evidence as to the ability of one's chronically accessible,
frequently applied social trait constructs to become activated automatically in the
mere presence of relevant information, in all studies showing an influence of these
automatically activated structures on actual responses (judgments, artention alloca-
tion, memory; Bargh et al, 1986; Bargh & Thein, 1985, Higgins et al, 1982),
subjects had the intentional goal of forming an impression of the target person.

Seudies wtilizing the Stroop paradigm (eg., Bargh & Pramo, 1986; Prawo &
John, 1989) also demonstrate uncontrollable activation effects by obtining longes
cobor-naming latencies for stimuli predicted 1o suromatically attract processing re-
sources, such as those corresponding to negative personality traits or to the subjects’
chronically accessible social constructs. Yet at the same time, subjects rarely make
mistakes in their intended task of correctly naming the colors of the stimuhas words.
Such studies show that even preconscious processes that do strongly suggest a
behavioral response appropriate for the current task (e.g., the word "GREEN" in
blue ink in the Stroop task) can be and are rypically inhibited from determining the
response il they conflict with the response called for by a subject’s current goal. This







