
2. Assimilation Effects Following the Unconscious Activation 
of a Schema

After Srull and Wyer’s (1979) findings were published, researchers wondered
whether the participants might have guessed that the sentence-fragment task was
related to the impression formation task. To examine this issue, Bargh and
Pietromonaco (1982) replicated the study using a different priming procedure. In
their study, two groups of participants sat at a computer monitor and viewed words
related or unrelated to hostility at speeds too fast to allow for conscious recognition.
The use of this procedure ensured that participants could not make a connection
between the priming manipulation and the rating task. Replicating Srull and Wyer’s
findings, Bargh and Pietromonaco found that the more hostility-related words par-
ticipants viewed on the computer, the more negatively they evaluated Donald. Once
again, then, the accessibility of a schema guided the participants’ interpretation of
Donald’s behavior.

3. Assimilation Effects for One’s Own Behavior

Subsequent research has found that priming effects even influence one’s own behav-
ior. Adapting the scrambled-sentence test procedure used by Srull and Wyer (1979),
Bargh, Chen, and Burrows (1996) gave participants 30 sets of words to unscramble.
Some of the participants worked on words designed to prime politeness (e.g., respect,
honor, considerate, courteous); some worked on words designed to prime rudeness
(e.g., bold, rude, bother, disturb); and some worked on a neutral set of words that did
not prime either politeness or rudeness. Participants were told to notify the experi-
menter after they had finished, but when they went to do so, they found him engaged
in conversation.

Would participants wait patiently for the conversation to end or rudely interrupt
the experimenter to let him know they were finished? Figure 3.18 shows that parti-
cipants’ behavior depended on which schema had recently been activated. Compared
to those in the neutral-prime condition, participants in the rudeness-prime condition
were more apt to interrupt and those in the politeness-prime condition were less
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FIGURE 3.17
Priming Effects Influence
Ratings of Hostility

When hostility was primed,
participants rated Donald
more negatively than when
hostility was not primed.
This effect was especially
pronounced for traits
unrelated to hostility,
demonstrating that
activated schemas have
general assimilative effects
on social perception.

Source: Srull and Wyer (1979).
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