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Befor e Y o u K n o w It :  T h e Automaticit y o f  Everyda y Lif e 

John A .  Barg h 
Depai  iinen t  o f  Psycholog y 

N ew Yor k Universit y 
New York ,  N Y 

BARGH@PSYCH.NYU.EDU 

Socia l  psychology ,  a s m a n y hav e noted ,  ha s alway s bee n 
cognitiv e i n nature .  Socia l  cognition ,  i t  ca n als o b e argued , 
has alway s ha d a  stron g automati c character .  I n a  wid e 
variet y o f  researc h domain s suc h a s causa l  attribution , 
impressio n formation ,  stereotyping ,  an d attitud e formatio n 
and change ,  th e earl y model s hav e bee n couche d i n term s o f 
consciou s an d deliberat e processes .  A s researc h progresses , 
however ,  eac h o f  thes e phenomen a ha s bee n show n t o b e 
hav e a  substantia l  automati c component . 

I n th e 2 0 year s sinc e th e stud y o f  automati c processe s i n 
socia l  psycholog y began ,  th e k n o w n scop e o f  suc h 
influence s i n dail y lif e ha s increase d abou t  ever y five  years . 
I n 198 0 automaticit y i n socia l  perceptio n ha d bee n 
established .  Chroni c individua l  difference s i n th e 
accessibilit y o f  trai t  categories ,  a s wel l  a s  accessibilit y 
difference s du e t o "priming "  o r  recen t  use ,  wer e show n t o 
exer t  a n unintende d influenc e ove r  th e categorizatio n o f 
socia l  behavior ,  an d consequentl y o n impressio n formation . 
Chroni c effect s o f  stereotyp e accessibilit y  wer e als o 

established ,  s o m u c h s o tha t  b y th e mid-1980 s ther e wa s 
grea t  concer n ove r  whethe r  stereotypin g an d prejudic e wer e 
entirel y nonconsciou s an d unintentiona l  phenomena . 

Aroun d 1985 ,  attitudes ,  th e historicall y centra l  concep t  o f 
socia l  cognitio n ~  indee d o f  socia l  psycholog y — wa s foun d 
t o hav e automati c feature s a s well .  Define d i n term s o f  a 
positiv e o r  negativ e evaluatio n o f  a n environmenta l  objec t 
or  event ,  store d i n m e m o r y a s a n associativ e ta g t o tha t 
concept ,  sequentia l  primin g studie s foun d tha t  a n object' s 
attitud e become s activ e almos t  immediatel y an d 
unintentionall y upo n th e presenc e o f  tha t  objec t  i n th e 
environment .  Considerabl e researc h sinc e the n ha s show n 
thi s automati c evaluatio n effec t  t o b e quit e pervasive ,  an d t o 
hav e importan t  motivationa l  an d emotiona l  consequence s 
downstream . 

Aroun d 199 0 i t  wa s hypothesize d tha t  perhap s goal s an d 
motivation s coul d als o becom e automatized ,  suc h tha t  the y 
became activ e an d operate d unintentionall y an d withou t 
consciou s guidanc e give n certai n environmenta l  cues . 
Researc h i n thi s are a ha s shown ,  fo r  example ,  tha t  on e ca n 
reproduc e effect s o f  differen t  tas k instruction s o n 
performanc e b y nonconsciou s activatio n o f  th e sam e 
processin g goals .  A n d motivate d behavior ,  suc h a s 
achievemen t  an d affiliation ,  ca n b e produce d experimentall y 

throug h nonconsciou s activatio n o f  th e correspondin g goal . 

Give n tha t  demonstration s hav e n o w bee n mad e o f 
automatic ,  environmentally-drive n influence s i n socia l 
perception ,  evaluation ,  motivation ,  an d behavior ,  th e curren t 
and "next-wave "  o f  researc h i s  focusin g o n h o w thes e 
variou s paralle l  processe s interac t  wit h on e another .  Fo r 
instance ,  experiment s hav e show n tha t  automati c evaluatio n 
has immediat e consequence s fo r  approac h an d avoidanc e 
motivations ,  a s measure d b y moto r  predispositions ,  an d fo r 
subjectiv e emotiona l  experienc e a s well .  Automati c socia l 
perceptio n ha s bee n show n t o b e linke d directl y t o tendencie s 
t o behav e onesel f  i n lin e wit h th e activate d perceptua l 
categorie s -  fo r  instance ,  automati c activatio n o f  th e elderl y 
stereotyp e cause s a  participan t  t o wal k mor e slowl y dow n 
th e hal l  whe n leavin g th e experiment .  A n d chroni c 
interpersona l  motivation s ~  suc h a s t o b e fai r  an d egalitaria n 
-  appea r  t o b e abl e t o inhibi t  a n automaticall y activate d 
stereotype .  Al l  o f  thes e effect s see m t o b e pu t  int o motio n 
and interac t  wit h eac h othe r  preconsciously . 

A final  noteworth y aspec t  o f  socia l  psychology' s 
exploratio n o f  automati c phenomen a i s th e legac y o f  th e 
Posner -  Snyde r  dua l  proces s model .  I n al l  domain s 
mentione d here ,  researc h ha s focuse d o n interpla y betwee n 
automati c an d controlle d components .  I n impressio n 
formation ,  attitud e formatio n an d change ,  an d stereotyping , 
ther e ha s bee n a  grea t  dea l  o f  researc h o n th e controllabilit y 
of  th e automati c effects ,  an d unde r  wha t  condition s the y ar e 
mor e versu s les s likel y t o occur .  Informatio n overloa d an d 
time  pressur e ar e tw o o f  th e naturalisti c situation s i n whic h 
automati c processe s hav e bee n foun d t o predominate ,  an d 
specia l  motivationa l  state s suc h a s bein g hel d accountabl e 
fo r  one' s judgment s an d decision s appea r  t o b e largel y 
successfu l  i n moderatin g o r  eliminatin g automati c 
influences .  Ther e i s currentl y a  health y debat e a s t o h o w 
ofte n thes e motivationa l  condition s occu r  i n everyda y life ,  a s 
contro l  ove r  automati c effect s requir e tha t  th e individua l  b e 
awar e o f  (i.e. ,  believ e possible )  th e non-consciou s influence , 
and moreove r  t o believ e onesel f  vulnerabl e t o i t  (i.e. , 
possibl y biased) . 
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