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There is, however, another side to the impression formation process, one that is
more cognitive than perceptual. In top-down processing, prior knowledge guides
your perception (Bruner, 1957). What you see depends on what you expect to see.
An easy way to understand these processes is to consider the facial expression in
Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa (see Figure 3.13). Is she smiling or is she smir-
king? The facial expression itself is ambiguous and leaves room for interpretation.
If you knew that Mona Lisa was a happy, carefree woman, you would probably
infer that she is smiling. If, however, you knew she was cynical and rather dour,
you would probably assume that she is smirking. In short, your perception is an
interpretation that depends on what you already know about Mona Lisa’s person-
ality and demeanor.

Psychologists refer to such knowledge as a person’s schema. As first discussed in
Chapter 2, schemas are hypothetical cognitive structures. They represent organized
knowledge about the world and they influence the way we process information. Peo-
ple have schemas about many different things. For example, you probably have a
schema about baseball. You know the rules of the game, the object of the game, and
the strategies teams use to achieve their goals. Without such a schema, watching a
baseball game would be a welter of confusion. You would wonder what the men were

FIGURE 3.13
Leonardo da Vinici’s
Mona Lisa

Our perception of whether
Mona Lisa is smiling or
smirking depends on the
information we have
regarding the type of
person she is. In this case,
our perception represents
a top-down, schema-driven
process.

Credit: Leonardo da Vinci, Mona
Lisa, Louvre, Paris, France. Photo:
Scala/Art Resource.
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