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Influence from representations of others’ responses:
social priming meets social influence

Eliot R Smith’ and Diane M Mackie®

The Representation and Incorporation of Close Others’
Responses model (RICOR; Smith and Mackie, 2015 [1°°])
proposes that social influence occurs because (1) people
naturally and spontaneously construct mental representations
of others’ responses or experiences (their beliefs, emotions,
attitudes, or behaviors) and (2) those representations are then
spontaneously and unknowingly incorporated (via parallel
constraint satisfaction processes) into the perceiver’'s own
responses. Psychological closeness (conceptualized as self-
other overlap) is a powerful moderator of these processes, with
the reactions of close others (those with interpersonal or group
connections) more likely to be represented, and their
representations more likely to be unknowingly incorporated,
compared to strangers or outgroup others. Emerging empirical
evidence supporting the model is reviewed and implications of
the model for traditional approaches to influence are
discussed.
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Everyday observations as well as scientific findings show
that people frequently adopt the beliefs, emotions, pre-
ferences, or behaviors of psychologically close or physi-
cally present others. Several distinct motives, such as the
desire to hold correct and accurate beliefs and to win
social approval by fitting in with others, are usually
assumed to underlie such social influence. We propose
a novel mechanism that can also produce social influence,
but by default, in the absence of the typically assumed
motives and without any special processing. In brief, we
argue that social influence can occur because people con-
struct mental representations of others’ responses or
experiences (their beliefs, emotions, attitudes, or beha-
viors) and those representations can ‘spill over’ and become

incorporated into the perceiver’s own responses. This
process is more likely to occur with others who are psy-
chologically close, such as friends and ingroup members,
compared to strangers or outgroup others. For this reason
our model is called RICOR for Representation and Incor-
poration of Close Others’ Responses [1°°].

In our model, influence occurs as a result of two proces-
sing stages. First, people naturally and spontaneously
represent the responses of others who are important to
them or who are psychologically salient in some way.
"T'his is functional: Noticing and mentally representing
‘that person is angry’ or ‘he is buying a Coke,’ can help
anticipate the other’s future behaviors, and prepare for
the perceiver’s own interactions with them. Others’
responses may be represented as episodic or exemplar
representations of specific attitudes, emotions, or beha-
viors (as in the examples just given). Or they may be
abstract representations of general response patterns
such as ‘she usually supports Republican candidates,’
based on repeated observations or socially communicat-
ed information.

Second, once such representations are formed, it is very
difficult for perceivers to avoid having their own
responses influenced by them. An underlying parallel
constraint satisfaction (PCS) process generates people’s
own responses by simultaneously taking account of mul-
tiple constraints to arrive at the best compromise decision
(see Schroeder and Thagard [2], for details). But the PCS
process is affected by any representations that are cur-
rently accessible — including representations of other
people’s responses. Priming paradigms show that infor-
mation that is accessible (even if due to an irrelevant or
serendipitous event) influences an individual’s own
responses to stimuli [3]. And people have great difficulty
in avoiding such influences, as has been demonstrated for
example in the Affect Misattribution Paradigm [4; sce
also Loersch and Payne, this issue]. First, people are often
unaware of or incapable of recognizing the source of
activated information, and thus of evaluating whether
it is relevant to the task at hand. Second, even if people
can sometimes successfully identify the source of the
activation as irrelevant, avoiding being influenced takes
time and attention. When responses are low-effort or
constrained by time or processing resources, therefore,
they are still influenced [5].

Consistent with the RICOR model, extensive evidence
supports the operation of these two processes even in the
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absence of the ‘normal’ motives assumed to underlie
social influence. For example, people’s hand movements
in response to an experimental signal are facilitated or
inhibited by observing a task-irrelevant video of a hand
performing the same or different movements [6°]. Infor-
mational influence motives are absent because the video
is explicitly labeled as task-irrelevant, and social motives
(e.g., to obtain positive social responses from the other
person) are also absent in the case of a video presentation
of a disembodied hand. Similarly, people are unintention-
ally influenced by others’ displays of emotions [7], in-
cluding those portrayed in images or videos where again
standard motives for conformity are absent.

Moderation by interpersonal closeness

The RICOR model postulates that the psychological
closeness of the other person (e.g., due to friendship or
shared ingroup membership) is a powerful moderator of
social influence. First, close others are likely to receive
more attention in the first place, making it more likely
that we will construct representations of their responses.
Second, closeness makes it relatively more difficult to
disentangle the other person as a source of influence. We
conceptualize psychological closeness as self-other over-
lap [8], the weakening or even elimination of self-other
boundaries. Self-other overlap is illustrated by studies
showing that people are slower and make more errors in
reporting the traits that they do not share with a close
other, compared to traits that they do share. Such findings
show that self-other overlap can literally produce confu-
sion between self and other, hampering our ability to
avoid influence from the other’s responses.

Again, there is evidence for the role of this moderator.
Contagion from, imitation of, and conformity to others’
emotions occurs more for ingroup than for outgroup
members [9]. Observed hand movements and behaviors
also influence one’s own actions more when they are
performed by friends and ingroup members than by
others [10]. For example, people are more influenced
by a video depicting movements of a same-race hand
(based on skin tone) than a different-race hand [11]. Even
learning of a trivial connection to another person such as
sharing a birthday can lead to influence by the other
person’s attitudes [12]. Simply priming the concept of
social connection (with words such as friend or cooperate)
compared to anti-social concepts (such as single or selfish)
produces greater imitation in the hand-movement para-
digm [13].

Influence by others’ simulated responses

Nothing about our model requires that perceivers directly
observe others’ responses. In fact, people will frequently
mentally simulate the responses of unobserved others
who are psychologically salient. For example, if you know
that a specific other person is perceiving a stimulus,
you may simulate that person’s response, and then be

influenced by it when you judge the stimulus yourself.
We believe that these simulations often occur without
specific intentions; for example, when watching a political
speech on television a viewer might spontaneously think
about how much his mother would hate this politician. Of
course, sometimes people deliberately simulate others’
responses, for example simulating a colleague’s reaction
to a presentation that the individual is preparing. Whether
spontaneous or more intentionally formed, representa-
tions of others’ responses presumably have a similar
likelihood of influencing one’s own responses.

If you simulate the other person’s response as similar to
your own, your own response will typically be amplified.
Shteynberg and colleagues [14°] demonstrated exactly
such effects for emotion when they had participants in on-
line studies view brief, emotionally evocative videos that
generated feelings of anger, anxiety, amusement, and so
forth. Participants who believed that another participant
(somewhere on the internet) was viewing the same video
at the same time reported stronger emotional reactions,
compared to participants who were not told anything
about another viewer. Effects of simulating others’ be-
havior have also been demonstrated. Pfister and collea-
gues [15] showed that people performed movements
directed by an experimenter more quickly when they
expected to be imitated by another participant, compared
to those who expected the other participant to do some-
thing different. This facilitation was presumably mediat-
ed by a simulation of the other participant’s expected
movement. Given the current importance of social media,
it is common for people to become aware that others are
viewing the same information as themselves. For exam-
ple, a website may display a video with a note that ‘14
other people are currently viewing this video.” The po-
tential impact of such awareness on people’s own
responses, as predicted by the RICOR model, is a fasci-
nating new area for research.

Relation to priming

How does the social priming described by the RICOR
model differ from other forms of priming? There are
parallels, in that in both cases, an underlying PCS mech-
anism [2] operates to incorporate accessible mental repre-
sentations into the individual’s responses. The key
differences are that the RICOR model does not simply
involve priming from the spread of activation along pre-
existing mental pathways, and that it is fundamentally
interpersonal rather than intrapersonal in its operation.
First, in our model influence is not merely due to the
spread of activation along an existing associative link, as
assumed by many traditional models of priming. For
example, seeing a nurse may activate a representation of
‘doctor’ based on semantic similarity and past co-occur-
rences. We assume instead that people actively construct
new representations of others’ responses rather than simply
activating existing conceptual representations. Witnessing
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a nurse being harassed by a demanding patient, one might
simulate the nurse’s annoyance. Such a simulated reaction
might not be based on stereotypes (that nurses are empa-
thetic) or other existing knowledge, but instead is a con-
struction of the person’s likely response given the entire
situational context. These accessible representations can
then influence the perceiver’s own responses.

Second, the construction of such representations involves
observation of or knowledge about the other person, as
well as on properties of the stimulus. Seeing a delicious
ham sandwich in the restaurant, I may simulate my lunch
companion’s favorable reaction to it — unless I know that
he is a vegetarian. In either case, the simulated response
relies on knowledge or assumptions about the other
person, so the simulation may differ from one’s own
response. And of course, as emphasized earlier, this
process is profoundly interpersonal in the sense that
the effects of the other’s response will be moderated
by one’s relationship with that person.

Implications

Our argument that people are pervasively influenced by
representations of the beliefs, emotions, and attitudes of
ingroup others offer a novel perspective on cultural dif-
ferences in judgments and behaviors. The traditional
(and intuitive) picture of cultural differences depicts
them as resulting from the fact that people who grow
up in a culture internalize what the culture teaches (e.g.,
values of individualism or collectivism). Those internal
representations then drive their judgments and actions.
However, cultural psychologists have recently questioned
this picture based on evidence that, for example, U.S.
versus East Asian samples do not reliably differ in the
expected directions in their value endorsements (e.g.,
[16]). Several researchers have proposed that people act
based not on their own internalized beliefs and values,
but rather on those that they perceive to be widely held in
their cultural ingroup — exactly the assumption underly-
ing the RICOR model. Consistent with this view, several
studies find that judgments and behavior are better pre-
dicted by people’s reports of the values held by their
cultural ingroups than by their own internalized values
[17°°]. The convergence between the evidence support-
ing the RICOR model from tightly controlled laboratory
studies and these new findings from cultural psychology,
which have emerged based on very different research
traditions and methodological approaches, is compelling.

People’s tendency to be influenced by widely shared
beliefs and attitudes may constitute a novel reason for
the power and stability of stereotypes, prejudiced atti-
tudes, and other types of system-justifying beliefs. Even
apart from other cognitive and motivational reasons (e.g.,
cognitive simplification or the rationalization of ingroup
self-interest), people may adopt such beliefs and attitudes
simply because they are widely shared in society. In fact,

conservative or traditional beliefs are likely to be per-
ceived as even more widely shared than they actually are
[18]. This possibility suggests novel research approaches,
and perhaps even ultimately novel interventions, to
change such beliefs.

Finally, the RICOR model has implications for how we
think about the underlying functions of influence. In the
cultures where most social psychological research has so
far been produced, predominantly individualistic values
privilege the idea that our behavior should follow from
our own independent and unique personal beliefs, atti-
tudes, and emotions. In this view, individual attitude-to-
behavior consistency and individual emotion-to-action
proclivity are the hallmarks of strength of character and
conviction — although they are unfortunately sometimes
tainted or disrupted by ‘conformity’ or ‘contagion’. And
yet evidence continues to mount for the adaptiveness of
being influenced by representations of others’ beliefs,
emotions, or behaviors. Perhaps most important, being
influenced by others’ responses facilitates social coordi-
nation [19,20]. Influence as described in the RICOR
model promotes social coordination by encouraging sim-
ilarity of beliefs, emotions, and behaviors among close
and ingroup others. Such influence is also generally
adaptive in the sense of leading to correct beliefs. As
the notion of the ‘wisdom of crowds’ suggests [21], taking
into account consensual opinions and behaviors that have
been (successfully) tested by many people is probably
more generally adaptive than relying on one’s own po-
tentially idiosyncratic personal beliefs and experiences
[17°°]. Our tendency to rely on others’ responses has even
been considered ‘part of a core human-specific ‘social
sense,” and one of the cognitive preconditions for the
evolution of the uniquely elaborate social structure in
humans’ [22, p. 1834]. If this is so, it is not surprising that
people spontaneously observe or simulate others’
responses to situations, represent such information, and
then err on the side of being influenced by it.
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