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4. Summary of Impression Formation Models

Although different in some respects, the additive, averaging, and weighted averaging
models all assume that we combine everything we know about a person into an over-
all judgment, and that each piece of information exerts an independent effect on our
overall impression. We call these models elemental models because they assume that
the whole is nothing more than the sum (or some other algebraic function) of the parts
or elements. These models make no allowance for interpretation or interdependence
among the attributes. They simply assume that we combine what we know about a
person to form an overall judgment, without giving any thought to how the various
bits of information fit together.

B. Asch’s Holistic Model
Solomon Asch offered a very different view of the impression formation process. Asch
had been trained as a Gestalt psychologist in Germany. When he fled Germany for
the United States, he applied principles of Gestalt psychology to matters of social per-
ception. With respect to the impression formation process, Asch (1946) argued (1) that
our impressions of others exist as a unified whole, (2) that the meaning we give to
each attribute varies as a function of the context in which it is found, and (3) that the
whole is greater than the sum of the parts.

To illustrate Asch’s holistic approach, imagine that I tell you I know someone who
is honest and ambitious. What connotation does the word ambitious evoke? Very
likely, it calls forth thoughts of diligence, perseverance, and determination. Now sup-
pose I tell you I know someone else who is dishonest and ambitious. Now what does
the word ambitious mean? In this case, it probably brings to mind someone who is
ruthless, driven by greed, and willing to stop at nothing to succeed. The word is the
same, but the meaning we give it changes according to the surrounding context the other
traits provide (see also D. L. Hamilton & Zanna, 1974; Kunda, Sinclair, & Griffin, 1997;
Zanna & Hamilton, 1977).

A more formal way of thinking about these effects is in terms of interdependence.
The elementarists assume that the meaning of each trait is independent of the others,

TABLE 4.4 A Weighted Averaging Approach to Understanding the Primacy Effect in the Impression
Formation Process

LEON (DESCENDING POSITIVITY) NOEL (ASCENDING POSITIVITY)
Weighted Weighted 
Rating Rating

Trait Importance (Trait � Trait Importance (Trait �

Trait Rating Weighting Weight) Trait Rating Weighting Weight)

Sincere 5.73 4 22.92 Persuasive 3.74 4 14.96
Honest 5.55 3 16.65 Ambitious 4.84 3 14.52
Ambitious 4.84 2 9.68 Honest 5.55 2 11.10
Persuasive 3.74 1 3.74 Sincere 5.73 1 5.73
� 19.90 10 52.99 � 19.90 10 46.31
Weighted Weighted 
average 5.30 average 4.63
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