
but Asch argues that our impressions of others exist as a unified, interdependent whole.
Rather than treating each trait as an isolated, separate piece of information, we com-
prehend the entire person as an indivisible unit. Consequently, the whole is greater
than the sum of the parts.

Finally, Asch assumes that this interpretive process is an active, goal-directed one,
driven by a desire to form a coherent impression. This assumption derives from the
Gestalt principle of Prägnanz (see Chapter 2). According to this principle, visual per-
ception is not random and haphazard but is instead directed toward achieving order
and simplicity. Asch believed that the same principle operates in the realm of social
perception. When forming impressions of others, we strive to reduce inconsistencies
and to achieve a pleasing, coherent impression.

This need for order and simplicity is especially important when we confront infor-
mation that seems contradictory. We could just accept the contradiction, but we don’t.
We see if we can’t somehow make sense of the information, because it would be dis-
tressing to form an inconsistent impression:

We are not content simply to note inconsistencies or to let them sit where they are. The
contradiction is puzzling, and prompts us to look more deeply. Disturbing factors arouse
a trend to maintain the unity of the impression, to search for the most sensible way in
which the characteristics could exist together. (Asch, 1946, p. 285)

1. Asch’s Change-of-Meaning Effect

Asch’s approach is most clearly revealed in Experiment 1 of his 1946 paper. In this
study, participants formed an impression of a person who was described by seven
traits. Approximately half of the participants received information about person A and
half received information about person B.

Person A: intelligent—skillful—industrious—warm—determined—practical—
cautious

Person B: intelligent—skillful—industrious—cold—determined—practical—
cautious

Although the only difference between the two descriptions is the substitution of the
word cold for the word warm, the participants in Asch’s study formed very different
impressions of person A and person B.

How are we to understand this effect? According to Asch, the words warm and
cold are central traits that change the meaning we give to the other characteristics.
As shown in Table 4.5, when paired with warm, intelligent means “smart”; when
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TABLE 4.5 Asch’s Change-of-Meaning Hypothesis

Meaning of Trait When Meaning of Trait When
Trait Paired with Warm Paired with Cold

Intelligent Smart Devious
Skillful Competent Crafty
Industrious Hardworking Driven
Determined Tenacious Obstinate
Practical Sensible Unimaginative
Cautious Prudent Timid
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