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Automaticity in Social Psychology

JOHN A. BARGH

I t is of utmost importance to us to know oor capubilities
e our limits, what we can and cannot do. We are con-
stamtle comparing ourselves with others to learn more
ahout how our opinions ane abilities match np to theirs
(Festinger. 1954), Highly reluted to this need to know ounr-
colvos is the newd to feel in comtrol of vur emvironment. amd
1o helivve that we can attain the goals and outeomes im-
preartaant to g ¢ Pittnan & Pittman, 1950; Seligmun. 19750,

That there ma be importunt forms of theught that are
st e our control, that are autonamaons and detached
from our intention and will, is therefore disturbing and
diseuieting news. The furor that erupted in the popular
press over the publication of B. F. Skinner’s Beyond
Froodom and Digaity in the early 1970s serves as
telling example. Here was a leading behavioral scientist
telling us that lree will is but a delusion, that in reality
anr hehavior is under the control of our environments
il one history,

In the vears since Posner amd Souder (1975: see also
Newlv, 19771 and Shiffrin amd Sclmeider (19777 provided
the first theoretical models and empirical evidence lor an-
tmated information processing u.} single words, letters.
anel digits. a consilerable amount of rosearch hus shown
that the resch of antomatic infTnence extends e bevoml
tiee enenoding of sueh siwple stimuli. Much social informa-
tion provessing has been discovered to he onrre or less an-
tomatic. the inderstanding of belaviors in trait terms,
cansal attributions  for another s behavior, juidziwents
abeant the self aned sther people. the making aaf sterentypic
assumptions abont others based on their race. age. of gen-
der, aned s on. 1t wag one thing for reading or driving or
detecting digits and letters to be antomatic amed -
tommnenis. able to pperate without onr conscions vontral,
as the early automaticity rescarch hind shown, But it wae

another thing entirely when our undlerstanbings and jude-
ments of ourselves and others were foind to be not (L
intentional or under our control.

THE SCOPE OF AUTOMATIC INFLUENCE 1N
EVERYDAY LIFE

Antomaticity in Feeling and Thinking

Resareh on thiese issues conbinuges Borthiny osens po nemacs i
Burgh. 1989, 19894 Greenwald & Bunaji. 15995 Sanithy
19945 by now. there are very fesn pesearch plcnomen in
social psvehology that have not bheen shown b ocenr at
least partly automatically, A person's alfective rewctions
to another individual are often immediate and yneomn-
trolled: Attitudes toward social and nomscial objects
alike hecome active without conscions reflection or pur
pose within a quarter of a secoml after enconntering
the object {Bargh. Chaiken. Govemler, & Pratto, 1992
Bargh. Chaiken. Ravmond, & Hymes, Tyt Fuzio, Sun-
hanmatsy, Powell, & Kardes. 195861 Aml the e il
content of facial expressions is picked ap smitsacde con-
seinns awareness and intent o indlence pereeptions ol
the turget individual (Murphy & Lagone, baud: Niedon-
thal 1990 Niedenthal & Cantor. 956!

[mediate and autonmatic Teactions to mother person
are nat limited to global evaluative ar cotions] ceactions.
hrweser. Sll'l"l‘dll:l.'lﬂl'!-i i3 ~:-|r¢-i4|.| ELLLEIRE Rl lhes aares i l:||1.* [T
MNOEIEY e g, W, the elderly. racial minarities; see
Ficke. 19931 hevome sctive antomtically, reguiring anl
ihe peTes shiemn aaf Elies elingimastic Eroinp ]ﬂl} sical Teatwres in
an iml.iritl.lmll s Brewer, 195%: Devine, 19548; Pratto & Bargh.
1941 - bt see Gillwert & Hiven, 1951 Sl halavmrs ane
cnweoiled] dlireetly in terms of the trait coneepts toow lih
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i abl fomr featnres of wtemativies. or b all lonr leatnees
af controlled processing. Soom, owever. i leegsiinie Cliewar
thatt very Tes Ccognitive processes satislied sl of the vrite-
pla for atoaaticity csee Kalmeman & Treismon, VLS E
[ & Cowan, 195%4  especially Hee processing o st
i comiples enomgl te interest i s it pvehobogist. There
were i demonstrations of automatic processing ol s0-
cial information in the 19505, for instance, andd wome ol
then satislied all fonr criteria cse Bareh, 189549, 19940,
Denenstrations of automatic dispositional attributions. or
heehiunyiear-ti-trait inferences. or sovial jndgment, or steren-
tvping, all regired explicit instroctions to the snbject
o engage i that tvpe ol processing fwhich then was
shyewrn toy T el Tieient ), o dicd not invebve an J."-L]'l]il.-it [
cesxing woul vet the provess did vequire attentional re-
sHpees B oeeny.

Most processes of interest to sovial psyvchologists have
soantes Bt ures of wn antomatic process e, elficient | and
nther features of @ ConsCHAEE PROCESs (e, imtent il ).
Comsitler the classic antomaticity examples of driving or
beping. for the experienced driver or topist. A person can
cventially learn to drive or tvpe so efliciently that very
{'l]"l.i'rll.*h. [T :|1||I;_'|| diml imster skills can H]H'r‘illt' wweit ot
IS IS i11u;|1|-.¢|'nr-nt. with minimal attention nesded.
el s om, bt this automated process nonetheless would
not have oceurred without the individoal’s intention to
drive or to tepe. A person does not see o piece of paper in
a tvpewriter amd withont realizing hiz ur her behwvior, sit
e andd begin tvping swav. amd only the mest habitual
car thied imaginadile woukd see o car, getin and elrive oy
it et sen indention bo tluy 50,

T .rmp'lln-. o mwore social example. et us assume that
prople nake spontaneons trait inferences Winter & Ule-
i, 189540 They encode belavior in terns of trait eon-
vepls without intending to do so weg., when instrocted to
memorize the belivioral seatencest Yel when their atten-
tiomal capracity is “loaded ” with u secundary task. evidence
of spontancous trait inferences disuppears (U eman, New-
nm. & Winter, 1982 Winter, Uleman. & Cunniff, 19551,
Thus we have a [Iroess phat ceenrs without intention, Tt
diwes regquire capaeity fie. does not satisly the efficiency
criterion of automaticityvh As ant her 1-'.1-ulllp'|+-. E'.'I.II:-.' Fies
wearch evidence that stereotyping was “antomatic —that
i, peenrned without intention—was taken by mane to
st it was also imeont rolluble (becanse aneenit ol la-
bility was another eriterinl feature of antomaticity s 1F an-
gomaticity were really an ull-oor-nothing phenomaenon, with
all features present or not in anism. e iclenee of nniten-
tiomality tor elfiviency, ete wonkd actually sean the
presence of the ather Teatures, anch s uncontrollabilits,
Bit us Deevine 1958 Fiske 9% and others have per-
suasively argiead. stereotvping is ot smcont ral likle s
inevitalde: it cam be conteolled throgh an act of effort
el will even though it can ocenr imintentionally,

As u final esample, several stnelies hund demwmstrated the
efficiency of a process—notably, the picknp of behaviors
robevant 1o the individual s chromically aeeessilde trait con-
copmets and their subseguent inflnenes o fmpressions
Barels 8¢ Theas, 1955 and the procedure of judeng be-
last s s eviddenos of g given Tt Smith., Brnscombs, &
B, 19%% Smith & Lerner. 1850 Bastattsas v all

thosse stunlioss thee sabyject bad boeen instrocted o engage i
thhat LU Bearane seli IHIpARcssIen e |III:J'-_','|:r the Deshavior:.
Bevwener, thie researchers certaimbe never ot G Claim
Hiat the process wis anintended. Yot were the monelithic
el of automat ey s ol inge all B eheFipninng feabires
actually trie, the experimenters wonhl sever Tave needed
toa tell ill|1j-t'l'.'l!«i what 1o o s ed Ticieney wonbkl bove meant
bhe efTeet was also unintentional. Xo evidence evists, Do
ever, that impression formuetion or trait judgent proce-
dures oecurs withont the intention that o ocenr: o lact
Chartrand and Bargh 19961 have prosented some subjects
with the same series of behamiors as in the Barad ol Thuin
19550 study but with no impression Formation sastroc o,
andd there was no evidence of any impressions ormed Tn
these sibjects. Other subjects. however. Dud the woal to
Foem an opression primed subliminally v prior st
anel these subjects showed the same results as those with a
conseious goal to form an impression in Bargh and Them'
19530 studv, 1t s clear. then, that while impression lorg.
tion can he a verv efficient process. it nonetheless reguires
an intention or gnal to occur (even if that goal can be acti-
vated outside awareness): The &ffh;iem-j.'und unintenticnal-
ity fratures of automaticity do ot covary in an all-or-nowe
fashinn.

Defining Qualities

Intentionality refers to whether an act al will. of which
the individual is aware. is o necessary condition to put the
process inomotin: theat @5, to stard it A persoin may intend
to drive to the store. and with that intended procedure of
driving the car im operation. mam Commponenis oof driving.
such us hitting T'ht-rLr;ﬂwce pedal on seeing o stop sign. ma
he reflesive and sutonomous. Given the intention b
drive, then IF [stop sign] THEN [foot hit brake]. How-
ever, without that intention to drive, merely seeing the
stop sign dues not case the foot to kick out at an imagi-
nary pwedlal.

An unintentional process, on the other hand, means that
+ comscious net of will is not reguired for the automatic
provess o ocenr, Only the triggering stimulus leg. the
prosence of gender or racial features) is needed to start
the automatic process (e.g.. stereatype activation).

Whereas intentionality of a process refers to the condi-
tiems needed to start it mrrfrrr!'-fnm“l'y refers bo a person's
ability to stop a process once it is operating i Logan &
Convan, 19541 For example, stereatype activation by rele-
vant personal featnres may be wnintended. bat e wser e
application of the stereotype in making judgments abwwe
the target person is controflable {Devioe, 195 Fiske
jasy . The individual can stop the automitic process ol
stereotvpimg alter it liis b put into mation o the- venvi
ronment. Just becise o process is comtrollable dos not
wneans that the dividual will exercise control. assertion of
cemscions control over the defmlt antomatic process Fe-
guires an act ol will, what Fiske ¢ 149581 T winllsel "Illiﬂ-nnj_{
the hared chasice.”

by o aeress the speetrmn from mental provesses
et are romtmely driven by thee envieoammenta stavuli,
sueh as sensation and pereepion. o thoses that are cn the
pospose eind, swcl as junchgrients andd decisions and behavior






