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Attention, Perception, 
and Social Cognition

GAlen V. BodenhAuSen and Kurt huGenBerG

IntroductIon

A t the most basic level, minds are structured in ways that permit the suc-
cessful navigation of challenges related to survival and reproduction. In 
general terms, the mental operations that are most central to achieving 

success in the face of such challenges involve the recognition of opportunities and 
threats and the generation of appropriate strategies for exploiting (or avoiding) 
them. Although the minds of our hominid ancestors might have been primarily 
concerned with tasks such as recognizing edible substances and dangerous preda-
tors, the modern human mind often has a vast array of preoccupations (e.g., science, 
philosophy, entertainment, etc.) that bear little direct relation to survival or repro-
ductive concerns. What can explain our comparatively rich cognitive capacities 
as a species? one compelling answer to this question lies in the extremely social 
nature of human beings. From early ancestral times, the homo genus has been 
typified by a high degree of sociality, with individuals living in highly interdepen-
dent groups (e.g., leakey, 1978). to survive and thrive in such a context, the ability 
to understand other humans is key. Few skills would afford greater advantages 
than the ability to understand the minds of other group members—to understand 
their intentions (e.g., to cooperate or compete), to learn what they know (e.g., where 
threats and opportunities lie), and to manipulate what they believe. Possession of 
such cognitive skills would greatly increase the probability of successful repro-
duction, and progeny who inherited these skills would enjoy similar advantages. 
Indeed, this particular repertoire of skills appears to be fundamental in setting 
humans (and perhaps their closest primate relatives) apart from other animals 
(e.g., tomasello, Carpenter, Call, Behne, & Moll, 2005). From this perspective, 
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the human cognitive architecture owes its sophistication to the affordances and 
constraints of sociality (e.g., Brewer, 2004; Byrne, 2000; Cummins, 1998; Seyfarth 
& Cheney, 1994).

to know the minds of others, we must attend to and perceive the available 
cues, whether in their verbal or nonverbal behavior, that contain information 
about their inner qualities. the field of social cognition emerged from the study 
of this process of person perception, which focused on the perceiver’s ability to 
discern others’ states (e.g., emotions) and traits (Bruner & tagiuri, 1954; for a 
review, see Jones, 1990). researchers in this tradition have generally assumed 
that cognitive representations of actors (and of the contexts in which they behave) 
mediate behavioral responses to the social world (e.g., Fiske & taylor, 1991; Wyer 
& Carlston, 1979). these representations confer meaning onto the sensory input 
that is received, and in so doing, they potentiate corresponding responses. In 
short, thinking is for doing. the underlying model is schematically depicted in 
Figure 1.1.

When conceptualized in this way, perception is essentially the interface 
between the outer and inner worlds. Social targets and the contextual stimuli of 
the outer environment create signals (visual, auditory, etc.) that can be sensed, 
and the perceiver receives these signals and converts them into psychologically 
meaningful representations that define our inner experience of the world. the 
process of perception is governed both by “bottom-up” sensory input and by 
“top-down” imposition of meaning based on template matching and other pat-
tern recognition processes that allow for the structuring and interpretation of 
the input (e.g., Marr, 1982; triesman & Gelade, 1980). once a meaningful per-
cept is achieved, it serves as input to higher-order cognition, including inferences 
about the target’s goals and intentions. this interpretation of target input then 
guides the perceiver’s response.

As a simple example, consider walking into your kitchen and observing a per-
son brandishing an object that appears, on the basis of various visually detectable 
features, to be metallic and pointed. the ability to infer the states and traits of this 
person will clearly be of some use here. Is the person smiling? If so, is the smile 
serene or maniacal? If it is maniacal, is it sincerely or playfully so? Prior knowledge 
about the specific actor (e.g., one’s spouse) or general type of actor (e.g., females), as 
well as other contextual cues, will be used to determine whether the actor is men-
acing and, correspondingly, whether approach or avoidance is appropriate. this 
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kind of simple perception-appraisal-response sequence is implemented innumera-
ble times in the course of any given day and, to a great extent, is completed without 
effort (Choi, Gray, & Ambady, 2005). Indeed, this sequence can run to conclu-
sion with such efficiency that we often fail to recognize its constructive aspects. 
With perception positioned at the front end of this process, it is a suitable place 
to start the analysis of social cognition, and indeed there are now several decades 
of research examining the initial processing of social information; unfortunately, 
there is much less work following the sequence through to the realm of naturalis-
tic behavioral responses (Zebrowitz, 1990). We provide an overview of the “front 
end” of the social information-processing apparatus. We begin with a discussion 
of attentional processes and the social psychological factors that modulate them. 
next, we consider the mechanisms by which attended stimuli are initially pro-
cessed into meaningful representations. Finally, we discuss the direct and indirect 
connections between perception and action.

selectIve attentIon In PercePtIon

While perception is the first step in social cognition, attention is commonly con-
sidered the first step in perception. one of the most common, yet most powerful, 
metaphors for understanding attention is that it functions as something akin to a 
“spotlight” (e.g., derryberry & tucker, 1994). this spotlight of attention can illumi-
nate only a limited amount of information at any one time, facilitating the percep-
tion of those focal stimuli. thus, not all stimuli in the perceptual field receive equal 
attention; instead, some stimuli are selected for relatively intense scrutiny, making 
them more likely to reach the threshold of awareness (Posner, 1994), while oth-
ers are processed only superficially, receiving little of our precious attention. this 
model of attention recognizes the processing bottleneck inherent in our cognitive 
system (Broadbent, 1958). We can only keep so many things in focal attention at 
any given time.

Indeed, this problem of selecting which stimuli will receive attention and 
which will be ignored is one of the central problems of the cognitive system. From 
shoppers searching the supermarket shelves for their favorite brand of dishwash-
ing detergent, to entomologists searching the forest floor for a particular species of 
insect, our attentional systems must select important or goal-relevant stimuli from 
the environment while simultaneously ignoring or even suppressing the process-
ing of distracting detergents, bugs, or other stimuli in general. these two separate 
needs, attention and inattention, are subserved by different cognitive mechanisms, 
leading to an outcome called selective attention.

despite the phenomenological experience of attention being a unitary construct, 
recent theory and research in both psychology and neurology suggest that the ori-
enting function of attention is actually composed of at least three separate pro-
cesses (e.g., Posner, Walker, Friedrich, & rafal, 1984): disengaging attention from 
an initial target, moving attention to a new target, and then reengaging attention.  
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this disengage-move-engage model of attention has been very influential in recent 
research on visual attention.

PreattentIve scans and attentIon caPture
For some stimuli to be selected and others ignored, and thus for attention to be 
engaged in the first place, information must initially be processed to a certain extent 
without attention, or processed preattentively. Information selectively attended to 
would then undergo more extensive cognitive processing. In the visual modality, 
this preattentive processing is generally understood as a parallel scan of all available 
loci within the visual field.1 the attentional system then selects some stimuli for 
more processing than others. Preattentive scans of the environment are necessar-
ily fast and automatic, and they operate on low-level stimulus features. one of the 
primary functions of such preattentive scans is to parse the visual field into mean-
ingful objects. Which stimuli are selected for attention or which stimuli capture 
attention depends both on the nature of the stimuli and qualities of the perceiver.

Capturing Attention: From the Bottom Up

In 1890, William James made the prescient distinction between passive and active 
attention capture. this distinction between passive and active maps quite well onto 
more modern views of attention capture as driven simultaneously by bottom-up 
and top-down processing, respectively. Some stimuli seem to automatically capture 
attention in an entirely bottom-up fashion. For example, stimuli that appear without 
warning (e.g., Jonides & Yantis, 1988; Yantis & Johnson, 1990), certain luminance 
and contrast changes that signal motion (e.g., theeuwes, 1995), as well as stimuli 
that appear to be “looming” (i.e., appearing to approach the observer; Franconeri & 
Simons, 2003) all appear to automatically capture attention. Franconeri and Simons 
noted that although the perceptual qualities of attention-grabbing stimuli do not 
seem to share many perceptual features, the stimuli that capture attention in a 
bottom-up fashion seem to all require immediate behavioral responses (e.g., a rock 
flying in your direction). It seems quite functional that the attentional system is 
tuned to attend quickly to moving and looming stimuli as those stimuli will com-
monly have more immediate survival implications than their more stable brethren.

using that same logic, Öhman and colleagues (e.g., Öhman, Flykt, & esteves, 
2001; Öhman, lundqvist, & esteves, 2001) argued that biologically important 
fear-relevant stimuli, such as snakes, spiders, and angry facial expressions, also 
automatically draw attention. Indeed, they argued that, because of the survival ben-
efits of quickly recognizing and dealing with such evolutionarily relevant threats, 
such stimuli get prioritized by the attentional system in a manner similar to other 
behaviorally urgent events such as looming stimuli and sudden visual onsets. For 
example, Öhman, Flykt, and esteves (2001) found that fear-relevant pictures such 
as those of snakes and spiders were found more quickly in visual search tasks than 
fear-irrelevant pictures such as flowers or mushrooms. In a related task, Öhman, 
lundqvist, and esteves (2001) replicated hansen and hansen’s (1988) earlier find-
ings that angry facial expressions are found more quickly than any other expression 

in a visual search. Indeed, some theorists argued that threat-relevant stimuli in 
general, regardless of the evolutionary significance of the specific stimulus, will 
attract visual attention. For example, Pratto and John (1991) presented positive and 
negative trait words in different color fonts in a color-naming task and found slower 
response latencies to negatively as compared to positively valenced words, which 
they interpreted as an indicator that attention was drawn toward the negative as 
compared to the positive words.

Capturing Attention: From the Top Down

Although it appears that certain stimulus properties (e.g., sudden onset) or stim-
ulus types (e.g., threatening stimuli) do seem to attract attention in a relatively 
bottom-up fashion, the power of such stimuli to capture attention is clearly moder-
ated by the state of the perceiver in a relatively top-down manner. Classic research 
by erdelyi (1974) documented the ways in which affectively potent stimuli can 
capture attention. For example, in a task that required ignoring distracter stimuli, 
Jewish participants performed well unless the to-be-ignored stimulus was a swas-
tika. More recent research corroborated the tendency to orient to threatening cues 
and further indicated that this tendency is particularly potent for individuals high 
in state or trait anxiety. For example, Macleod and Mathews (1988) found that 
individuals in a high-anxiety state (i.e., 1 week before an important exam) tended 
to shift attention toward threatening, examination-relevant words, whereas those 
low in anxiety (i.e., 12 weeks before an exam) shifted attention away from threaten-
ing words, a pattern of data that also appears to be conceptually similar for high 
trait anxiety individuals (e.g., Broadbent & Broadbent, 1988; li, Zinbarg, & Paller, 
2007; Macleod, Mathews, & tata, 1986). Similarly, attention to threatening facial 
expressions (i.e., of anger) also appears to be moderated by the influence of anxiety. 
A growing body of literature using dot-probe tasks has found that threatening facial 
expressions tend to most powerfully draw the attention of individuals high in trait 
anxiety (e.g., Bradley, Mogg, Falla, & hamilton, 1998; Fox et al., 2000). More gen-
erally, niedenthal, halberstadt, and Innes-Ker (1999) documented that emotional 
states tend to direct perceivers’ attention to the emotional aspects of encountered 
stimuli, further confirming the importance of affect in guiding attention.

Beyond affective states, the expectancies and goals of perceivers are also a 
powerful determinant for how attention is focused. Indeed, for our entomologist 
to be able to find a favored insect among the swarm, selective attention must be 
modulated in a top-down fashion. Such top-down, conceptually driven processing 
is one cardinal interest of social psychological research, and as such it is perhaps 
not a surprise that many cases of top-down processing in the attention literature 
seem to have clear manifestations within the social cognitive literature.

Perhaps the best known of the top-down effects in attention is that contextually 
unexpected stimuli attract attention. For example, in their now-classic experiment, 
loftus and Mackworth (1978) found that visual attention was drawn earlier and 
more frequently by “oddball” objects that had a low probability of appearing in 
a scene (e.g., an octopus on a farm) than by contextually expected objects (e.g., a 
tractor on a farm). In this case, there is no inherent property of the stimulus that 
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attracts attention, but instead it is the conceptual dysfluency of a particular object 
(i.e., the octopus) with the observed context (i.e., the farm) that leads to atten-
tion being captured. Within the social psychological literature, this closely mir-
rors Sherman’s (2001) encoding flexibility model, which posits that attention and 
thus subsequent processing are drawn to violations of a stereotype. thus, when 
an individual encounters stereotype-inconsistent information, attention is drawn, 
and the perceptual details of an event are encoded. Conversely, when stereotype-
confirming information is encountered, detailed attention need not be allocated to 
the information because the conceptual gist of the stereotype-consistent informa-
tion can be quickly and easily extracted and encoded (see also von hippel, Jonides, 
hilton, & narayan, 1993).

not only conceptually, but also perceptually dysfluent stimuli draw visual atten-
tion. unique or novel stimuli that are unlike adjacent stimuli also draw visual atten-
tion during a visual search (e.g., Johnston, hawley, Plew, elliott, & deWitt, 1990). 
this is particularly relevant when applied to the social psychological theory on 
token status and social categorization. For example, a european American among 
a group of African Americans will tend to draw a great deal of attention simply 
due to perceptual uniqueness, a condition that may be exacerbated by conceptual 
dysfluency (e.g., a lone African American at an otherwise all-White Ku Klux Klan 
rally would likely be a quite salient figure indeed).

More recent neuropsychological research by Ito and urland (2003, 2005) pro-
vided further evidence for the relevance of social categorization on early atten-
tional processes. using event-related potentials, Ito and urland (2003) found that 
White participants’ early waveform components (n100, P200) tended to show 
stronger attention to Black than to White targets, showing stronger attention to 
targets from less-frequently encountered social categories. Importantly, later in the 
attentional stream, Whites’ attention appeared to shift toward members of their 
racial in-group and away from Black targets. Ito and urland (2005) interpreted the 
early attentional findings as a vigilance process for potentially threatening stimuli. 
In line with this explanation, Black men, about whom negative, violent stereo-
types are quite common, elicit a stronger early vigilance effect than other social 
categories. however, insofar as the stimuli in these tasks do not require contin-
ued vigilance, attention reverts to in-group targets (targets that are presumably 
more evaluatively positive). Chiao, heck, nakayama, and Ambady (2006) provided 
particularly compelling evidence of the role of social categorization in attention 
and visual search. they showed that the performance of biracial (Black/White) 
individuals in a visual search task was moderated by whether or not their Black or 
White identity had been primed. When primed with the White side of their iden-
tity, these biracial individuals evinced faster detection of Black faces compared to 
when they had been primed with their Black identity.

Importantly, these top-down effects on selective attention also appear to be 
powerfully influenced by the attitudes and the motivational states of the perceiver 
(Bruner, 1957). For example, roskos-ewoldsen and Fazio (1992; see also Fazio, 
roskos-ewoldsen, & Powell, 1994) argued from a functional perspective of atti-
tudes that one of the purposes that attitudes can serve is an orienting function. 
In particular, Fazio and colleagues argued that attitude objects toward which 



attentIon, PercePtIon, and socIal cognItIon 7

perceivers have highly accessible attitudes, regardless of their valence, will tend 
to attract attention during the preattentive scan. Importantly, however, only atti-
tude objects with relatively strong hedonic consequences (i.e., highly accessible 
attitudes) are proposed to grab attention. Across four studies, Fazio and colleagues 
found that perceivers have better memory for attitude-evoking targets that are 
both integral (experiments 1 and 2) and incidental (experiment 3) to perceiv-
ers’ task goals as well as attitude-evoking targets interfering with perceivers visual 
searches (experiment 4).

As discussed, affective states such as anxiety can lead to a focus of attention on 
anxiety-provoking stimuli. Affective states influence not only the direction of atten-
tion, but also the breadth of attentional focus (see derryberry & tucker, 1994, for a 
review). Although the spotlight metaphor is one of the most common in the discus-
sion of attention, a competing metaphor is one of the zoom lens (eriksen & Yeh, 
1985). For attention to be at its most functional, we should be able to broaden or 
constrict the scope of attention, depending on our goals and motivations. during 
a particularly intensive search or a very challenging task, it may be quite useful 
to focus our attention on a very small number of relevant stimuli, whereas dur-
ing other tasks, focusing on global at the expense of local information may be of 
greater use.

one motivational variable that influences the scope of attention is an orienta-
tion toward approach versus avoidance. Specifically, people who are exposed to 
approach-related cues or who are enacting approach-related behaviors appear to 
adopt a wider attentional focus and show greater flexibility in attention allocation 
compared to people in an avoidance orientation (Förster, Friedman, ozelsel, & 
denzler, 2006; Friedman & Förster, 2005). other research suggests that emotional 
states may similarly modulate attentional breadth, with anxiety narrowing attention 
(easterbrook, 1959; tyler & tucker, 1982), whereas happiness is associated with a 
broader focus (e.g., Isen & daubman, 1984). Clearly, affective and motivational fac-
tors can exert marked effects on both the scope and direction of attention.

holdIng attentIon
As noted, the phenomenological experience of attention is that it is a unified pro-
cess; however, attention is constituted by not just what grabs our attention, but also 
what holds our attention. In fact, despite the relatively large literature described 
regarding attention capture, relatively recent theory regarding attention suggests 
that much of what was previously thought to capture attention instead influences 
the hold component of attention. Indeed, distinguishing what attracts versus what 
holds attention is an increasingly important focus within attention research.

For example, Fox and colleagues (e.g., Fox, russo, Bowles, & dutton, 2001; 
Fox, russo, & dutton, 2002) called into question the attention-capturing power 
of negative stimuli, such as angry faces and negative words. In particular, much of 
this previous literature relies heavily on Stroop or Stroop-like tasks (e.g., Pratto & 
John, 1991) and dot-probe paradigms (e.g., Macleod et al., 1986) in which criti-
cal to-be-ignored stimuli appear within foveal vision, whose sudden appearance 
will already automatically draw visual attention. In both tasks, perceivers must 
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simultaneously attend to one stimulus characteristic (Stroop) or one stimulus (dot-
probe), while ignoring another stimulus characteristic or stimulus. In both cases, 
an inability to ignore the to-be-ignored stimuli has been commonly interpreted as 
stronger attention-capturing power of that class of stimuli. For both Stroop and 
dot-probe tasks, however, it is unclear whether longer response latencies are due to 
visual attention being directly drawn to the stimuli during the preattentive scan, or 
whether, once attention has been engaged due to the sudden presentation, atten-
tion is difficult to disengage.

In fact, it does seem that threatening stimuli, both words and faces, do hold 
visual attention more strongly than nonthreatening stimuli. Fox and colleagues 
(2002) used a modified exogenous cueing paradigm in which a participant’s atten-
tion was drawn away from a fixation point by a briefly presented stimulus word or 
face (either threatening or nonthreatening). this stimulus was then immediately 
replaced with a probe. Importantly, the probe either appeared at the exact location 
of the threatening or nonthreatening stimulus (the stimulus served as a valid cue 
for the probe) or appeared across the screen on the other side of the fixation point 
(an invalid cue). If threatening stimuli draw attention, participants should be faster 
to respond to the probe when it appears at the same location as a threatening (as 
compared to a nonthreatening) stimulus. Conversely, if attention is more power-
fully held by a threatening stimulus, there should be longer response latencies to 
respond to invalid trials for threatening than for nonthreatening stimuli. Fox et 
al. (2002) found only the latter to be true. the cue validity effect was stronger 
for threatening than for nonthreatening stimuli. It seemed that participants had a 
more difficult time tearing their attention away from the location of a threatening 
stimulus than from a nonthreatening stimulus.

InhIbItIng comPetIng sensory InPuts
For some stimuli to be selected for the relatively intense scrutiny of attention, the 
stimuli that are nonfocal and unattended must be ignored. thus, for our entomolo-
gist searching the forest floor, the attention spotlight must focus on the favored 
insect while simultaneously inhibiting the representations of the dozens of other 
bugs competing for attention.

there is an extensive literature that addresses this problem of how the cogni-
tive system deals with competing inputs in selective attention. For example, in one 
of the first displays of what has become known as negative priming, tipper (1985) 
simultaneously showed participants two superimposed stimuli, one of which was 
to be attended to and the other unattended. on critical trials in which a subse-
quent probe was identical to the previously unattended stimulus, naming latencies 
were slowed. Subsequent research has used a number of related paradigms, which 
have repeatedly indicated that the representations of unattended stimuli are inhib-
ited by the cognitive system, an effect that a number of theorists have argued is a 
functional mechanism in efficient attentional selection (e.g., dagenbach & Carr, 
1994; Milliken & tipper, 1988). In support of the claim that inhibition is a criti-
cal component of efficient attentional selection, tipper and Baylis (1987) found 
that this negative priming effect is quite weak for individuals who commonly have 
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simultaneously attend to one stimulus characteristic (Stroop) or one stimulus (dot-
probe), while ignoring another stimulus characteristic or stimulus. In both cases, 
an inability to ignore the to-be-ignored stimuli has been commonly interpreted as 
stronger attention-capturing power of that class of stimuli. For both Stroop and 
dot-probe tasks, however, it is unclear whether longer response latencies are due to 
visual attention being directly drawn to the stimuli during the preattentive scan, or 
whether, once attention has been engaged due to the sudden presentation, atten-
tion is difficult to disengage.

In fact, it does seem that threatening stimuli, both words and faces, do hold 
visual attention more strongly than nonthreatening stimuli. Fox and colleagues 
(2002) used a modified exogenous cueing paradigm in which a participant’s atten-
tion was drawn away from a fixation point by a briefly presented stimulus word or 
face (either threatening or nonthreatening). this stimulus was then immediately 
replaced with a probe. Importantly, the probe either appeared at the exact location 
of the threatening or nonthreatening stimulus (the stimulus served as a valid cue 
for the probe) or appeared across the screen on the other side of the fixation point 
(an invalid cue). If threatening stimuli draw attention, participants should be faster 
to respond to the probe when it appears at the same location as a threatening (as 
compared to a nonthreatening) stimulus. Conversely, if attention is more power-
fully held by a threatening stimulus, there should be longer response latencies to 
respond to invalid trials for threatening than for nonthreatening stimuli. Fox et 
al. (2002) found only the latter to be true. the cue validity effect was stronger 
for threatening than for nonthreatening stimuli. It seemed that participants had a 
more difficult time tearing their attention away from the location of a threatening 
stimulus than from a nonthreatening stimulus.

InhIbItIng comPetIng sensory InPuts
For some stimuli to be selected for the relatively intense scrutiny of attention, the 
stimuli that are nonfocal and unattended must be ignored. thus, for our entomolo-
gist searching the forest floor, the attention spotlight must focus on the favored 
insect while simultaneously inhibiting the representations of the dozens of other 
bugs competing for attention.

there is an extensive literature that addresses this problem of how the cogni-
tive system deals with competing inputs in selective attention. For example, in one 
of the first displays of what has become known as negative priming, tipper (1985) 
simultaneously showed participants two superimposed stimuli, one of which was 
to be attended to and the other unattended. on critical trials in which a subse-
quent probe was identical to the previously unattended stimulus, naming latencies 
were slowed. Subsequent research has used a number of related paradigms, which 
have repeatedly indicated that the representations of unattended stimuli are inhib-
ited by the cognitive system, an effect that a number of theorists have argued is a 
functional mechanism in efficient attentional selection (e.g., dagenbach & Carr, 
1994; Milliken & tipper, 1988). In support of the claim that inhibition is a criti-
cal component of efficient attentional selection, tipper and Baylis (1987) found 
that this negative priming effect is quite weak for individuals who commonly have 

everyday attentional failures. In any case, the available evidence makes it clear that 
the interplay of facilitatory and inhibitory processes, as modulated by the goals, 
emotions, and motives of the perceiver, guide attention to just a subset of the avail-
able stimulus field. once captured, these attended stimuli can receive additional 
processing. Although the importance of facilitatory processes in biasing attention 
has long been appreciated, only relatively recently have several social psychological 
studies confirmed that inhibitory processes constrain the focus of attention in both 
person perception (e.g., Macrae, Bodenhausen, & Milne, 1995) and self-perception 
(e.g., hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2004); for a review, see Bodenhausen, todd, and 
Becker (in press).

extractIng meanIng from attended stImulI

once stimuli are transfixed in the spotlight of visual attention, the stage is set 
for further perceptual processing, although the task of discerning the meaning of 
attended stimuli seems a daunting one. Visual sensory input consists of features 
such as lines, texture gradients, and colors that are, in themselves, devoid of mean-
ing. Feature detectors in the visual system are able to use these low-level features to 
permit the construction of more meaningful representations of the sensory world. 
one of the fundamental challenges of visual perception is to partition the stimulus 
array into discrete, meaningful objects (“wholes”), not just disjointed features. the 
Gestalt psychologists were among the first to characterize the principles governing 
this process of perceiving meaningful wholes. Similarly, social psychologists are 
interested in how various perceived features of social targets cohere into meaning-
ful, holistic impressions (e.g., Asch, 1946). Given that many of the most influential 
pioneers of social psychology, including Asch himself, came from the Gestalt psy-
chology tradition, the common focus on emergent meaning is not surprising.

In a fundamental sense, the challenge posed by the goal of “making sense” of 
the stimulus input is one of recognizing patterns. this challenge can only be sur-
mounted by the joint application of top-down and bottom-up processes. Although 
the stimuli carry their own structure, as the ecological perspective emphasizes 
(McArthur & Baron, 1983), the perceiver must in most instances draw on prior 
experience to recognize that structure and appreciate its implications. When the 
target is a person, the richness and complexity of the stimulus person may be expe-
rienced in very different ways by perceivers. For example, some research suggests 
that to perceive the intentions of others, we typically simulate the same action 
mentally and map it onto our own intentions (when we have performed similar 
actions in the past; Blakemore & decety, 2001). In this sense, social perception is 
necessarily highly egocentric. As social psychologists have long emphasized, differ-
ent perceptions of the social world will emerge from perceivers who bring different 
expectancies, attitudes, motives, emotional states, or prior experiences to the top-
down aspects of person perception (Bruner, 1992; Kelley, 1950).
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exPectancIes and attItudes
An extensive amount of research has investigated the impact of expectancies on 
perception, with a majority of this work emphasizing one of two opposing effects 
of expectancies. Assimilation effects emerge when the meaning of stimulus input 
is shifted toward a preexisting (expected) concept or prototype. Contrast effects 
emerge when the meaning of stimulus input is shifted away from the expected 
prototype. Assimilation is commonly found when the input bears sufficient gen-
eral similarity to the prototype or is ambiguous with respect to prototype fit (e.g., 
heider & Simmel, 1944); contrast is commonly found when the input contradicts 
the expected pattern to a sufficient degree (e.g., Biernat, 2005; see Schwarz & 
Bless, in press, for a conceptual review elaborating the conditions under which 
assimilation versus contrast effects are likely to emerge). Massad, hubbard, and 
newtson (1979) provided particularly interesting evidence that fundamental 
aspects of perceptual organization are shaped by expectancies. they showed par-
ticipants an ambiguous dynamic display of abstract geometric stimuli after having 
induced different “interpretive sets” by applying particular concepts to the stimuli 
(e.g., “bully” vs. “guardian”). the perceived structure of the event sequence was 
assessed by having respondents segment the sequence into meaningful units. the 
same sequence was perceptually segmented (and interpreted) in very different 
ways, depending on the expectancies evoked by the labels.

Although studied in many domains, these top-down processes have been par-
ticularly thoroughly explored in research examining the influence of an actor’s 
social category membership on perceptions of his or her behavior. In many 
instances, a target’s social identities (e.g., race, sex, age) can be rapidly perceived 
and can immediately establish expectancies that will influence the perception of 
the target’s subsequent behavior. For example, compared to european American 
targets, African American targets displaying the very same behavior are judged to 
be more threatening or aggressive (duncan, 1976; Sagar & Schofield, 1988). these 
effects can arise either from assimilating the perceptual input to specific stereo-
typic expectancies about the target’s social group or from a more general evaluative 
assimilation based on attitudes toward the group. evaluation is fundamental to the 
construction of meaning (osgood, Suci, & tannenbaum, 1957), and attitudes often 
provide the top-down context for disambiguating incoming information. Indeed, 
a primary function of social attitudes is to provide a global appraisal of the reward 
or punishment potential embodied in a stimulus. After a target is assigned to a 
particular category, such as a racial group, general attitudes toward that group 
create expectancies of positive or negative characteristics that can bias perception 
of the target’s behavior. In support of this notion, hugenberg and Bodenhausen 
(2003) showed that european American participants had a greater readiness to 
attribute hostility to African American (vs. european American) faces, but only 
when the participants had relatively high levels of implicit (automatic) racial preju-
dice. Participants who showed little evidence of implicit prejudice did not perceive 
the target faces differentially as a function of race. thus, depending on the per-
ceiver’s racial attitudes, different constraints are imposed on the top-down aspects 
of extracting meaning from otherwise identical stimulus input. In this case, 

consciously reported, deliberated attitudes did not predict patterns of perceptual 
bias. the fact that it is automatic attitudes that guide these kinds of perceptual 
distortions speaks to their great rapidity. A growing number of studies show auto-
matic perceptual biases of this sort (e.g., Correll, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2002; 
Payne, lambert, & Jacoby, 2001). An important consequence of the automaticity 
of these biases is the fact that perceivers typically remain unaware that any subjec-
tive interpretations have occurred; instead, they experience their perceptions of 
the social world as veridical and objective, a phenomenon known as naïve realism 
(ross & Ward, 1996).

the research just reviewed emphasized the role of social categorization on 
social perception, but an intriguing recent line of research has documented the 
role of category-correlated features in shaping social perception and judgment 
independently of category membership per se. Blair, Judd, Sadler, and Jenkins 
(2002) showed that the presence of Afrocentric features in a target person’s 
face influenced the degree to which social perceptions aligned with stereotypes 
of African Americans, and this was true regardless of whether the target was 
explicitly categorized as an African American or european American. Similarly, 
within each racial group, Blair, Judd, and Chapleau (2004) found that persons 
who possess more Afrocentric facial features received harsher judgments in 
criminal sentencing. In this instance, facial features create a bottom-up pathway 
for activating racial stereotypes that appears not to be moderated by social cat-
egorization per se. once activated, these stereotypes can insinuate themselves 
into social perception by the previously documented processes of assimilation 
(e.g., Bodenhausen, 1988). In general, social attitudes and expectancies can exert 
many noteworthy effects on what people perceive and how they perceive it (for a 
review, see Fazio, 1986).

PrIor ePIsodIc exPerIence
Whereas the preceding section emphasized the role of generic knowledge (e.g., 
attitudes, stereotypes) in shaping perception, it is also the case that episodic expe-
riences can play an important role in influencing how social perception unfolds. 
one of the more interesting examples of this phenomenon comes from studies con-
ducted by lewicki (1985). Participants in one study were required to make choices 
that depended on perceptions of the friendliness of experimental confederates. 
the participants had previously been exposed to another (un)friendly confederate 
whose hairstyle was similar to that of one of the newly encountered confederates. 
Although the confederates behaved the same way in all conditions, and they in fact 
did not give much information that would permit the determination of their level 
of friendliness, their superficial similarity to the previously encountered person 
exerted a reliable assimilative influence on their perceived friendliness.

A vast literature has accumulated confirming that recent experiences routinely 
influence subsequent perception, judgment, and behavior. Most of this research 
has been conducted under the rubric of “priming effects,” which come in two 
main varieties: semantic priming and affective priming. the major lesson of this 
research is that recently encountered exemplars and recently activated concepts 
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consciously reported, deliberated attitudes did not predict patterns of perceptual 
bias. the fact that it is automatic attitudes that guide these kinds of perceptual 
distortions speaks to their great rapidity. A growing number of studies show auto-
matic perceptual biases of this sort (e.g., Correll, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2002; 
Payne, lambert, & Jacoby, 2001). An important consequence of the automaticity 
of these biases is the fact that perceivers typically remain unaware that any subjec-
tive interpretations have occurred; instead, they experience their perceptions of 
the social world as veridical and objective, a phenomenon known as naïve realism 
(ross & Ward, 1996).

the research just reviewed emphasized the role of social categorization on 
social perception, but an intriguing recent line of research has documented the 
role of category-correlated features in shaping social perception and judgment 
independently of category membership per se. Blair, Judd, Sadler, and Jenkins 
(2002) showed that the presence of Afrocentric features in a target person’s 
face influenced the degree to which social perceptions aligned with stereotypes 
of African Americans, and this was true regardless of whether the target was 
explicitly categorized as an African American or european American. Similarly, 
within each racial group, Blair, Judd, and Chapleau (2004) found that persons 
who possess more Afrocentric facial features received harsher judgments in 
criminal sentencing. In this instance, facial features create a bottom-up pathway 
for activating racial stereotypes that appears not to be moderated by social cat-
egorization per se. once activated, these stereotypes can insinuate themselves 
into social perception by the previously documented processes of assimilation 
(e.g., Bodenhausen, 1988). In general, social attitudes and expectancies can exert 
many noteworthy effects on what people perceive and how they perceive it (for a 
review, see Fazio, 1986).

PrIor ePIsodIc exPerIence
Whereas the preceding section emphasized the role of generic knowledge (e.g., 
attitudes, stereotypes) in shaping perception, it is also the case that episodic expe-
riences can play an important role in influencing how social perception unfolds. 
one of the more interesting examples of this phenomenon comes from studies con-
ducted by lewicki (1985). Participants in one study were required to make choices 
that depended on perceptions of the friendliness of experimental confederates. 
the participants had previously been exposed to another (un)friendly confederate 
whose hairstyle was similar to that of one of the newly encountered confederates. 
Although the confederates behaved the same way in all conditions, and they in fact 
did not give much information that would permit the determination of their level 
of friendliness, their superficial similarity to the previously encountered person 
exerted a reliable assimilative influence on their perceived friendliness.

A vast literature has accumulated confirming that recent experiences routinely 
influence subsequent perception, judgment, and behavior. Most of this research 
has been conducted under the rubric of “priming effects,” which come in two 
main varieties: semantic priming and affective priming. the major lesson of this 
research is that recently encountered exemplars and recently activated concepts 
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can exert surprisingly potent influence on the processing of subsequently encoun-
tered information, even if the new information is ostensibly completely unrelated 
to the prior information. In the case of semantic priming research, recently acti-
vated cognitive representations produce highly accessible concepts that are used 
to interpret the meaning of incoming stimuli. In one classic demonstration, Srull 
and Wyer (1979) showed that frequent prior activation of hostile concepts in one 
task produced a tendency to interpret the ambiguous behavior of a subsequently 
encountered person as more aggressive compared to a control condition that did 
not experience frequent activation of the hostile concepts. Although priming can 
sometimes produce contrast effects, the most common pattern is for ostensibly 
unrelated (or subliminal) primes to produce assimilation effects. For such effects to 
occur, the to-be-perceived target stimuli must be sufficiently ambiguous that they 
permit multiple interpretations, and the activated concepts must be sufficiently 
applicable to the target (higgins, 1996). In addition to influencing the manner 
in which ambiguous stimuli are perceived, semantic priming also influences the 
speed with which unambiguously semantically related stimuli can be perceived 
and interpreted, with semantically congruent stimuli receiving more efficient pro-
cessing (see Mcnamara, 2005, for a review).

In the case of affective priming, the general evaluative tone of a recent expe-
rience influences subsequent information processing. Murphy and Zajonc (1993) 
showed that subliminal presentations of simple affective cues (happy or scowling 
faces) resulted in significant shifts in participants’ perceptions of novel stimuli 
(Chinese idiographs). they postulated a misattribution mechanism by which the 
diffuse affective reaction generated by the prime stimulus is applied to the sub-
sequently encountered target. As with semantic priming, affective priming is 
also evident in the more efficient, rapid processing of stimuli that are affectively 
consistent with recently experienced stimuli (see Klauer & Musch, 2003, for a 
review).

affectIve and motIvatIonal states
the “new look” in perception that emerged in the mid-20th century was orga-
nized around the idea that attention and perception are tuned by the emotional 
and motivational states of the perceiver. one of the more famous early demon-
strations documented a perceptual bias in a simple perception estimation task: 
estimating the size of coins. Specifically, perceivers consistently overestimated the 
size of relatively more valuable coins, but this general tendency was moderated by 
socioeconomic status: Poor perceivers were prone to exhibit a larger “value bias” 
than wealthy ones (Bruner & Goodman, 1947). Personal values were found to gen-
erally influence perceptual thresholds (Postman, Bruner, & McGinnies, 1948), and 
Postman and Bruner (1948) showed that emotional distress influences perception, 
and that perceptual defenses are sometimes raised to avoid processing unpleasant 
or threatening stimuli. Findings such as these accord with the general proposition 
that affective and motivational states convey important information about a per-
son’s current priorities, and it makes a great deal of sense that processes of percep-
tion are tuned and oriented toward these priorities.
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over the subsequent decades, researchers have explored a variety of mecha-
nisms by which ego defense and other self-related motives color all aspects of social 
cognition (e.g., dunning, 2003). A classic study by hastorf and Cantril (1954) doc-
umented how the partisan motives of football fans colored their perceptions of 
game events, leading to systematically different, in-group-favoring perceptions of 
the same events, depending on one’s team allegiance. More recently, Balcetis and 
dunning (2006, 2007) showed that perceptions of ambiguous stimuli are resolved 
in ways that serve the current goals of the perceiver (such as self-enhancement or 
the reduction of cognitive dissonance). Fein and colleagues (e.g., Fein, hoshino-
Brown, davies, & Spencer, 2003) showed that a perceiver is more likely to organize 
his or her perceptions of an out-group target in stereotypic ways after experiencing 
a self-image threat. these examples are drawn from an extensive literature show-
ing how our perceptions are tuned toward self-serving meanings.

other examinations of motivational bias have expanded beyond the realm of self-
enhancing social perceptions. For example, recent research (Sacco & hugenberg, 
2008) suggested that motivational states not only bias the direction of perception 
(e.g., causing a coin to loom larger) but also enhance the perceptual acuity of the 
visual system. In this research, participants were put in a cooperative mindset, a 
competitive mindset, or a control mindset unrelated to either motivational state. 
In line with classic evidence from the new look, interpretations of morphed angry-
happy expressions were directionally biased by motives: Competitively motivated 
participants interpreted ambiguous expressions as angrier than did cooperatively 
motivated participants. In a separate perceptual discrimination task, however, the 
same participants were presented with two morphed stimuli from the same morph 
continuum and were required to decide whether the stimuli were identical or 
were similar but subtly different. Participants in both cooperative and competitive 
mindsets became better able to make this fine-grained perceptual discrimination. 
In other tasks, cooperatively and competitively motivated participants became bet-
ter able to distinguish real (duchennne) from fake smiles and even became better 
able to accurately perceive motivationally relevant happy and angry expressions in 
increasing levels of visual noise. thus, motives can certainly affect the interpreta-
tion of stimuli, but they also appear to tune perceivers into fine-grained perceptual 
details of motivationally relevant stimuli.

Broader attentional shifts also seem subject to perceivers’ level of regula-
tory focus (e.g., higgins, 2006), which is concerned with whether perceivers are 
more oriented toward advancement and opportunity (i.e., a promotion focus) or 
security and the avoidance of loss (i.e., a prevention focus). Förster and higgins 
(2005) argued that perceivers who are (chronically or momentarily) focused on 
prevention concerns are likely to adopt a vigilant perceptual style that is oriented 
toward details, whereas perceivers who are focused on promotion concerns are 
likely to adopt an eager perceptual style that is oriented toward the “big picture.” 
this notion maps onto a classic distinction between local versus global percep-
tion. they adopted a classic test devised by navon (1977) to study whether per-
ceivers are more oriented toward seeing the forest or seeing the trees. In line 
with their hypotheses, Förster and higgins found that the degree of promotion 
focus was related to the speed with which perceivers could discern the global 



socIal cognItIon: the basIs of human InteractIon14

pattern, whereas the degree of prevention focus was related to the speed with 
which perceivers could discern the local details within the global pattern. thus, 
perceptions are organized not only in terms of self-serving motivations but also 
in terms of the general orientations toward self-regulation that are captured in 
regulatory focus theory.

IndIvIdual dIfferences In the extractIon 
of meanIng In PercePtIon

the foregoing discussion underscores several ways in which perceptions of the 
social world can be idiosyncratic. the very same social stimulus can be experienced 
in distinctly different ways by individuals who have different motives, attitudes, 
expectancies, and recent experiences. All of this work underscores the crucial role 
of top-down processes in constraining social perception. research by lewicki 
(2005) suggests another potentially important individual difference dimension: 
internal versus external encoding style. An external encoding style refers to a con-
servative, data-driven approach to perception in which reactions to stimuli are 
more strongly governed by bottom-up aspects of perception. Internal encoding 
styles, in contrast, reflect a greater readiness to make theory-driven assumptions 
and rely on top-down processing. Individuals appear to show reliable variation 
in their adoption of these encoding styles. Compared to the external style, the 
internal encoding style confers both advantages and disadvantages. Perceivers with 
an internal style are better at identifying rapidly presented pictures and words 
and are better at seeing the pattern in an incomplete display; however, they are 
also more prone to priming effects and more likely to overlook information that is 
inconsistent with their expectations (see lewicki, Czyewska, & hill, 1997). thus, 
this research suggests that individual differences in perception arise not only from 
differences in the cognitive content governing top-down processing, but also in 
the overall potency of the top-down side of perception relative to the reality con-
straints provided by incoming, bottom-up data.

from PercePtIon to actIon
Perception is linked to action in some fairly obvious ways. to navigate the environ-
ment, manipulate objects, and interact with others, we must be able to perceive 
external stimuli and use this perceptual input for motor guidance. the connec-
tions between perception and action are sufficiently intimate that some theorists 
have postulated that both systems rely on the same underlying representations 
(i.e., common-coding theories; see Prinz, 1997). Indeed, much attention has been 
devoted recently to the workings of mirror neurons, which are cortical neurons 
that fire both when a given action is actually performed and when the same type of 
action is merely perceived (i.e., when conspecifics are seen to perform analogous 
actions; for a review, see rizzolatti & Craighero, 2004). the traditional social psy-
chological view, reflected in Figure 1.1, has relied on the assumption that percep-
tion guides action by virtue of the meaning that is conferred on perceived stimuli. 

Is “bottom-up” as 
meant?
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pattern, whereas the degree of prevention focus was related to the speed with 
which perceivers could discern the local details within the global pattern. thus, 
perceptions are organized not only in terms of self-serving motivations but also 
in terms of the general orientations toward self-regulation that are captured in 
regulatory focus theory.

IndIvIdual dIfferences In the extractIon 
of meanIng In PercePtIon

the foregoing discussion underscores several ways in which perceptions of the 
social world can be idiosyncratic. the very same social stimulus can be experienced 
in distinctly different ways by individuals who have different motives, attitudes, 
expectancies, and recent experiences. All of this work underscores the crucial role 
of top-down processes in constraining social perception. research by lewicki 
(2005) suggests another potentially important individual difference dimension: 
internal versus external encoding style. An external encoding style refers to a con-
servative, data-driven approach to perception in which reactions to stimuli are 
more strongly governed by bottom-up aspects of perception. Internal encoding 
styles, in contrast, reflect a greater readiness to make theory-driven assumptions 
and rely on top-down processing. Individuals appear to show reliable variation 
in their adoption of these encoding styles. Compared to the external style, the 
internal encoding style confers both advantages and disadvantages. Perceivers with 
an internal style are better at identifying rapidly presented pictures and words 
and are better at seeing the pattern in an incomplete display; however, they are 
also more prone to priming effects and more likely to overlook information that is 
inconsistent with their expectations (see lewicki, Czyewska, & hill, 1997). thus, 
this research suggests that individual differences in perception arise not only from 
differences in the cognitive content governing top-down processing, but also in 
the overall potency of the top-down side of perception relative to the reality con-
straints provided by incoming, bottom-up data.

from PercePtIon to actIon
Perception is linked to action in some fairly obvious ways. to navigate the environ-
ment, manipulate objects, and interact with others, we must be able to perceive 
external stimuli and use this perceptual input for motor guidance. the connec-
tions between perception and action are sufficiently intimate that some theorists 
have postulated that both systems rely on the same underlying representations 
(i.e., common-coding theories; see Prinz, 1997). Indeed, much attention has been 
devoted recently to the workings of mirror neurons, which are cortical neurons 
that fire both when a given action is actually performed and when the same type of 
action is merely perceived (i.e., when conspecifics are seen to perform analogous 
actions; for a review, see rizzolatti & Craighero, 2004). the traditional social psy-
chological view, reflected in Figure 1.1, has relied on the assumption that percep-
tion guides action by virtue of the meaning that is conferred on perceived stimuli. 

one specific model that captures this perspective very well is Fazio’s attitude-to-
behavior process model (Fazio, 1986), which has been incorporated into his more 
recent Mode model (e.g., Fazio & roskos-ewoldsen, 2005). the model assumes 
that selective perception is a key mediator of attitude-behavior consistency. When 
an attitude is activated in memory, it can influence online processes of perception 
that imbue the attitude object and the surrounding circumstances with meaning 
and thereby inform overt behavioral responses. For example, if proenvironmental 
attitudes are accessible and become activated, an empty beverage container on the 
ground may be perceived as a recyclable object. once so defined, the perceiver 
may pick it up and carry it to a suitable recycling bin. If the proenvironmental 
attitude had been inaccessible, the same object might have merely been perceived 
as garbage and left lying on the ground (or put into a garbage can). the mean-
ing conferred in the process of perceiving the environment is therefore critical in 
determining how the perceiver will act. thus, the social psychological view has 
been that differences in the way different people react to the same stimulus or situ-
ation are attributable to the different attitudes, beliefs, emotional states, motives, 
and past experiences that have shaped their construals of the environment (ross 
& nisbett, 1991).

this traditional view has been challenged in provocative ways by recent 
research that questions the necessity of conceptual mediation of the linkages 
between perception and action. According to this view, perception can sometimes 
directly produce action without any intervening process of appraising the meaning 
of the perceived stimuli. the growing body of supportive literature suggests the 
necessity of amending our schematic model (see Figure 1.2).

Some neuroanatomical evidence supports the possibility that perceptual input 
is indeed processed in two separate pathways, one for appraising its meaning and 
one for directly organizing behavioral responses (norman, 2002). thus, there 
appear to be good biological reasons for expecting both direct and indirect (con-
strual-mediated) influences of perception on action.

the evidence for direct perception ® behavior linkages comes from studies 
of automatic behavior (for a review, see dijksterhuis, Chartrand, & Aarts, 2007). 
In these studies, researchers use priming techniques to expose participants to 
particular stimuli and then show that exposure to the stimuli exerts measurable 
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effects on behavior, even though perceivers would have no logical reason to see 
any connection between the prime stimuli and their own responses (i.e., there is 
no plausible conceptually mediated pathway connecting perception of the prime 
to the measured behavior). For example, Bargh, Chen, and Burrows (1996) showed 
that activation of words associated with the elderly caused participants to walk 
more slowly (an elderly behavioral trait). Although conscious appraisals do not 
appear to be relevant for effects of this sort, it is clear that the conceptual system 
is playing a role in that perception of the elderly related primes is governed by top-
down expectancies that have presumably been learned. Indeed, automatic behav-
ior effects resulting from stereotype activation have been shown to vary with the 
idiosyncratic strength of the relevant stereotype (dijksterhuis, Aarts, Bargh, & Van 
Knippenberg, 2000). In this case, the conceptual system (specifically, the meaning 
associated with the category “elderly”) biases the perceptual system, which then 
exerts a direct influence on the action system. As dijksterhuis et al. (2007) pointed 
out, perceived environmental stimuli can influence behavior by directly activating 
motor programs, as may be the case in some forms of the phenomenon of motor 
mimicry (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999), or by activating traits or goals that in turn 
potentiate relevant behavioral responses.

Given the available evidence for both a relatively conscious, indirect, construal-
based pathway connecting perception to action as well as a more unconscious, 
direct pathway, it is likely the most satisfying theoretical accounts of the connec-
tions between perception and action will incorporate (at least) two distinct medi-
ating causal processes. one such model is the reflective-impulsive model (rIM) 
proposed by Strack and deutsch (2004). According to the rIM, perception of a 
stimulus can result in the direct activation of behavior representations via spread-
ing activation processes, potentially producing corresponding impulsive behaviors 
(e.g., seeing a bowl of peanuts may trigger eating of the peanuts even if one is not at 
all hungry, with little in the way of thoughtful construal taking place). In contrast, 
perception can also activate relevant knowledge and conscious reasoning processes 
(i.e., reflection) that produce a more thoughtful construal of the stimulus and may 
result in quite different behavioral consequences (e.g., thinking about the facts 
that one is not really hungry and that one is trying to lose some weight, the visually 
detected peanuts are construed as a high-calorie impediment to a more swimsuit-
ready physique and are passed up). Although a clear distinction is drawn between 
these two pathways connecting perception and action, the rIM also recognizes 
that the pathways can and do interact in significant ways.

conclusIon
there is a long and venerable tradition of studying social perception and seeking to 
understand how meaning is extracted from incoming information about the social 
world. this interest extends back even into the heyday of behaviorism, reflecting 
the adamant belief of social psychologists that, no matter how influential the exter-
nal environment is in shaping behavior, that impact is mediated by cognitive mech-
anisms occurring within the active mind of a perceiving organism. nevertheless, a 
major trend in recent decades has been the increasing appreciation that many vital 

aspects of social perception happen very rapidly and automatically, in ways that are 
often completely opaque to the perceiver’s conscious mind. Perception often seems 
inextricably linked to conscious experience, in that we are aware of that which we 
attend to and perceive. But, the top-down shaping of attention and perception 
typically occurs behind the curtain of consciousness, in the patented black box 
of the behaviorists. however, as we develop ever-more-powerful techniques for 
studying these unconscious mental processes, much has been learned—and much 
remains to be learned—about the perceptual processes that transform the buzzing 
confusion of the outer world into a meaningful and coherent inner world and that 
permit organized and adaptive action.

note

 1. We focus our attention primarily on the visual modality of perception because the 
bulk of the available research on social perception has focused on visual informa-
tion. however, analogous processes undoubtedly operate in auditory perception, and 
recent research has even documented subtle influences of olfactory perception in 
directing social preferences (e.g., li, Moallem, Paller, & Gottfried, 2007).
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