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Negativity and positivity effects in person
perception and mfmﬁﬁw Ability versus
morality

CAROLIEN MARTIIN, RUSSELL SPEARS,
JOOP VAN DER PL JuT and ESTHER
JAKOBS

Universaty of Amsterdarm, The Netbosands

A f?ﬁf Fefod

The present paper deals with negativity and positiviny etfects e vait inferences and
imprexsiton formanion, In the fiest experiment we tested the suggestion of Skowronski
and Carlston 1 19871 that in the domuain of imoradity negative informalion is more dicg-
nastic, will thevelore receive more weight anel resudt inoa negativire effect wherpas
i the doniain of abilities, pasitive information s more diggnoestic resdting in poxieiviey
effects. Kesults of owr first experiment support these predictions. negative behavioural
formation {eads fo more cortain mferences concersting moradity and positive behe-
Vicural informdion leads o more certgdn infevences concersing ability, fn oo secend
experivtent we nvestigated the relative wedeht of positive versus negetive aliting- amed
srordlitv-redared trafly in g pnpression formgtion ask. We cownterposed reaits from
hath maorality and ability domeains o see which was the mwost dominant in derermining
evalative fmpressions, Findingy of this second cxperiment showed strong neserriviry
efiects but also vevealed that information related o merality is more influential it
Jorming wn evaduarive impression than egually exoreme information relured to ability,
Theaverical implivasions of these findings are dhseussed

INTRODUCTION

In forming an overull impression af others we are often confronted with o variety
ol information about their charavteristios, traits and behaviours, Rescareh on person
percepbion and informuation integration repeatedly demonstrates that an impression
does potreflect all different attvibutes to the same extent, but tenids 1o be dispraportio-
nately influenced by evaluatively segarive characteristics ol the tarpet. This tendeney
ol ove reemphasizing nes Mt‘% Anformation woodten referred e as the ne galtvty effect
(Anderson, 196 E&lml:%-.g:m;m P72 Direben, Fiske and Hastie, 1979, Van der Pligy
and Lser, 19807,

Correspramdence congerning th arbicle should be addvessed 1o Caroben Martiin, Deparoment of sueial
Psvihology. Unieersity of Mﬂxmrahmt Roetersstraat 13, JOISWE Amsterdans, The Netherlands.
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However, several rescarchers { Reeder and Brower, 1979 Skowronskiand Carlston,
FOST, (Y8 have quered the general character wi the negatvity elfect in person
perception. These authors suggest that the wpact of gegative infornwton 84 fane-

don of the repe of persopality judgement which is being made and argue that.a

distimetion should be made between judgemental dimensions concerming the mf:)ml;lyi e

(c.g. honesty) and the ability (e mieligence, -L.kz’lm ol an actor, “vﬁmgxlny ﬁmdj‘ e

ability appear to be two central dimensions i the ﬂ ;wwrsla organize and evaliate

impressions of other people (Rosenberg and Sedlak, 1972) and of themselves ( Wegner

and Vallacher. 1980; Van Lange. in press). The main purpose ol the experiments

presented in this paper s to exantine the negauivity effectin the context of informati on

abodl o persen’s moradity or alnlity,

Reeder and Brewer (1979 have argued that people perceive different relations
Between dispositions and behaviowrs depending on the mature of the dimension that
underhies the aitribute to be judged. Percerved relationships between dispositions

and hehaviours ave called implicational schemuatia. According (o Reeder and eollea-
gues (Reeder and Brewer, 1979 Reeder amd Spores, 19%1), the ipheational sehema
For behaviours and dispositions concerning both morality asd ability s hierarchically

structured. Tt ts proposed that an individual with a moral disposition 1s bebhaviourally

restricted whereas an mdividual with an immoral disposition s not, The implicational

suhema of honesty Tor example, reflects that honest people ought to behave i corres
spandence with their digposition and o refram rom dishonest behaviour under

all circumstances, Dishonest people on the other hand, are not expected 10 behave
dishonestly all the tne: it may somelimes be opportupe 1o act honestly to obtam

a4 desirable outcome. By cantrast, the apposite directional tendency applics to ability-
refated Jdimensionys, s assumed that ao individual with an ability disposition is
not behaviouratly restricted and that restrictons apply only to an mdividual with

an imibility disposition. Individuals at the gl end of an abiluy continuum gre

thouzht to be capable of specific tisks bur may sometimes fal o succeed E‘mmmei..'  ? '-'
of sttmstionsl factors, Less capable people are nod expected to achieve at levels above
(FTs f,’fim}'hmffmﬂ hecatse they simply kel the ability, Reader and Brewer (1979)
resoned that wr the moral doneain negatvve mvrmation keads to more certain infer

ernces of an mdiniduad s dispositon, Tnferenves of dispositons concerning abilily,
an the other hamd, are made with grawter certinty on the basis ol positve intor-

mation, Consequently, negative imdormation about morality and posi! wemnformation

abhout ability will be accentuted, resulting o negativity or positvity effects respecti-

vely, |
Skowronski and Carbston (T987, 1989 Y miske o simibir distinetion hetwien morilily-

and ability-related belmviour and taits, Thev argue that negative behaviour- i a
micrahty domain s imformative ared more diagnostic while posttive behaviour 1s often

ambiuious: positive behaviour can be exlibited by both moaral and immoral actorss

Recause of the highty diugnostic value of immoral informabion, this type of behaviour

will recorve nore weirht resulling m oo negatvity effect. Tnoan ability domai however,

positive or skiltul behaviour s more dingonostie than negatve or unskilful mfor-
mation. Skilful periormances are considered as characternstie For shitful actors s while
unskliul ;wximm.imm can b gssociated with both unskallul and skill vulJ::mts;}rs;;-_M-mm7*
weight will thus be placed on positive or skilful behaviour, In sum, Skowronski
and Carlston argue that positivity effects will oceur in un ability domain with negati-

%’*11}* eflects oo L.In“’ii}g i Ihu domain of moralit ¥,
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The related explanations of Regder and Brewer (1979 and Skowronski and Carl-
ston (1987) for the negatvity effect are in contrast with the frequently-cited figure-
ground explanations of this phenomenon (e.g. Kanouse and Hanson, 1971 Fiske,
POR0Y. Figure-ground explanatons are based on the assumplion that people tend
to hold moderately positive expectations of other people. Negativeanformation stands.
put in the light of these positive expectations and therclore receives more weight,
Skowronskl and Carlston pote the existence of positive expectations in both the
morality and ability domaim but comsider 1t of little relevance 1o the attnibution
of dispositions.

To this article, two experiments are presented investigatng negativity and positivity
elfects in the context of moruhity- and ability-related information. In the first exper-
iment we focus on the informativeness and disgnosticity of Tow movahity beliaviours
and high ahility behaviours for trait-inferences. In the second experiment, we mnvesti-
gite whether the proposed distinction between moradity and abiity 1s also of releviance
for the study of mpression tormation,

EXPERIVIENT 1

Skowronski and Carlston’s diagnosticity account (1987 focuses on the judgmental
certainty of traj-inferences based on particular behaviowrs, They tested thus wlea
by asking subjects to rate the probability that an actor with a given trait would
engage tn purbcular belaviour, Specifically, subjects estimated the probuabrlity that
g certain behavioural instance would be performed by airactor whose tratt-deseriphion
5 i accordance with the behavioural nstance {e.g. moral behaviowr by o moral
actor). They also had to rate the probability that the same behavioural imstance
would be performed by an actor with an inconsistent rait=desceription {e.g. maoral
behaviour by an immoral actory, On the basis ol this information Skowronski and
Carlston caleulated the diggnosticity of behaviourad instunces for opposing tratts
categories. Aa desenbed carber, their resufts showed that negative behay tour 15 more
diagnoste m a moral doman while positive behaviour is more diagnoshic i an
ability doomn.

In the present experiment subjects were asked to carry out a more diect mlerences
task. Subyects were presented with dhifferent behavioural mstances and asked 1o make
a traitanference. We thus reversed the procedure of Skowronskr and Carlston in
which the trait-deseription was given and subjects bad 1o e the probability of
a parteular bebaviour. I this wav, we oired o examine the interence-process as
deserihed by Reeder and Brower 119793 0w more direct manoer. Beeause behavionrs
are muore apparent or vistbile than dispositions, it seemed to us that peaple are maorg
likely 1o mler dispositions from behavieur than the converse, espeeradly when padging
untlambiar targets, For ths reason we decided 1o test whether the principle holds
when the judgement task s reversed in this way,

In accordance with Skowronsk and Carlston (1987 we expect that low morahity
and high ability behaviour will be percetved as maore informative or diagnosue than
high morality and low abtlity bebaviour, In othey words, we predict thal immaoral
behaviour will be associated with greater certainty with immoral than with moral
actors whereas moral behaviour van be associated with both immorsl actors and
maral actors. Inan abihity domam, on the other hand., we expect the epposite relation:
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Skithal behaviour v more mformative o diggnostic than unskilful beh viour. [n;
this domain we thus predict that skilful behaviour will by associated with skilful

aetors as opposed to unskillul actors whereas unskilful behaviour cun be ammcmmda
with uaskilbul sctors bat also with skilful actors.

Viethod

'.gf sﬂrjf );{{" Y

Forty-seven first vear psvehology students of the University of Amsterdam received.

credit points Tor participsting in the experiment which was conducted in groups

of eight o en persons,

Frowedure

b pilor study (= 260 we tested a0 series of behaviours whicl vared i ternis
of morahty. Four behaviours were selected so that the moral and the immoral behay-
wours did not ditfer i terms ol extrenuty. We selected four anhity-related behaviours
concerning telhigence, according (o stntlar eriteria, The pree-test values of e mora-
ity and ability behaviours are presented v Tables Tand 2. |
Subjects rated o what extent they assocated a given behavioural lem with a
trait category and its opposite category, For both dimensions, cach of the four behity-
ours wits combined with two trait categories by :-.-wkiﬁ-tg; Lthe subjets: A person who
{behaviour). How likely is it that this person is ... (trait)?” The trait categories
umd were nnmﬁ aned rmmaoral” on the morakity Lim“ttlhitm and Cintelligent” and
wnteligent on the ability dimension, Rmmﬂ:h were made on ’i’wpt‘rim probabihty
seide, ranging Irom mlmﬁw‘lx’ unlikely” (11 to “extremely likely’ (7). This vesalied
a4 (helivioursy @02 {(tra categories pu.}.[m;a. bality matry [:t.-:n Hm maorality and
ability {ntetligenee) domam re spectively, There were lwo versions of the question-
naire w0 that eich subject provided ratings Tor ondy hall of the 16 1ems, In this
Wiy el mhicf:l 1";1‘;13:&1 cach behavioural item only once, In Tables 1 and 2 the
meun probabilities are presented for two trt-inferences on the bisis of Tour beha-
vioural iens l:lm morality and whihty domean,

Table 1T Mean probabality of morality inderences on the Basis of belavious wit‘yil-'}j_.j; in morality

T T e T T e L e L

Trat-catepory

Hr,lmwum ‘ﬂnml Immmdl
f; RV :'1 nmm!
Cinvielled w hobday to ook atter aosaek fricnd mstead (5.50%) S A0 235
Maondort tf y e | |
Partcipates in volunteer project (4,92} 3 135
..--’él-ff';fﬁ:‘fﬁv"e‘-,’.h-"i’,}-' éf-m;tmmi’..*
Switches prize labels of two products in order 1o pay less for .
the most expeosive product (2,99 29 4,96
Exircmety iimmaral .
Slole money from o I{..Iluu. xtmqum (. %m {91 AR

* f*h. st MIIUQ‘% *’mi‘*rﬁﬁhiﬂi”ﬁ’ﬁtﬂﬁ [’ vy mmﬂml}tu 7 vy morul ]
P Reores range From "1 Dvery undikelyy (o 577 (very hikelyy
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Table 2. Mean probubility of ability inlerences on the basis of behaviours varyving in ability
{11‘;&”1]15?;.,:‘1“. }

A . .1' . . sy rel TR
Frateci Iu’l}f‘ ¥
' .:,.J y . L]
Behavious | nmlhm i¥ mm: Ilu‘uat
TR et o e v AT e T v v R A T R e P T et i W TR 1 YT R T A A AR AL GRS R R bR R R ERITR T IR b b A T B A i v by A Y TRV R e T L LY YT LT EEEPFITELFETET LR E T A L A B R P R R PTITHET T FPLE E R HA R R A A i

Lxircmpelv inselfipens. |
Iiproves a computer program in order Lo make it

mare user friendly (5.87%) N, 749 1.6
Muoderately intelligent.
Solved the cryptograny in the newspaper (4.62) 5,33 2.3

Muaderarelfy uniniellivent.

Had trouble figurme out which ol two tns of different

weight and price is the cheapest (3 20 2,91 4,749
Loxtremaely unintellivent,

Needed a calowditor 1o add twe numbers of two digits

{2.206) 3.00 517

* Pre-test values: scores cange Prom 1 [very vintethigent ) to 78 very intelligent),
tNcores range oo ivery undikady) 1o 07 (very likely),

Results

fneonsistent bedievionr and Trerits

Qur mam prediction was that m g morality domain, low morality behaviour iy pers
cerved as more diagnostic than high morality behaviour whereas i an ability domain,
high abibity behaviour s poerceived as more diagnostic than low abilny behaviour,

We examined this relationship by focusing on the cevtainty of wnlerences on the

basis of behaviours which are inconsisrent with the trait to be inferred; ¢ procedure

comparable to Skowransks and Carlston’s (1987) who took trait-inconsistent behav-

tours as the wut of analysis, 1t was lested iF an inference of immorality on the
basts of hugh morality behaviour was made with less uncertainiy than an inference
of morahity on the basis of low morality behaviour, In the ability domain, we testad
I an mterence of ability on tlw basts of Tow ability behaviour was made with less
uncertamty than an inlerence ol tmabtlity on the basis of high ability behaviour,
Faest, we analysed the most nmmmatun behaviours i g 2 (dimension: morality
versus atility) > 2 {position: high moralicy/abality versus low moralityability) withine
subjects design, This resalted inonomain effect tor dimensiwon (FU1,20 = 5,71 p <0 0.05)
inchicating that tram-mberence on the basts of mconsistand l'u:lifnrwu,.un Are roade witls

greater certamty moan ability domain than in a moradity domain. OF grealest interest

however, was i highly signibicant imteraction-gflect between dimension and position
of behaviour (FTE22) = 1341 p « 0.001), As predicted, when an actor behaves incon-
sistently with the traat to be inferred, inderences of mmorality (M = 2,35) and ability

(M = 3.00) are made with Tess uncertainty than inferences of a morality (M = 1.91)

andd an mabadity tradt (M = 1.90).

Moderately inconsistent behaviour was alsoanalysed ina 2 % 2analyses of varianee
and resulted in somlar effects. We Tound ¢ main eflect of dimension (F(1,22) = §.74;
p < 0.05% moderately inconsistent behaviour resulted i more certam infergnces in
an abihty dommn than 1o a moral domain, Results also revealed a significant interac-
von-eflect between dimenston and pasition of behaviour (FU1,22) = 818 p <« (001
11’1(11_;..1&.1.1;1& that on the base of moderalely inconsistent behaviour, inferences of

P T Rl L e I B T T e B T T P S
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perenves of o z*;.-l-ll'r. y{ A ;...‘;‘3 rand mability H’ """" - 2,397,

morality (A = 335y and abilioy (M = 2911 are made with areater certainty than

optnextent bofivionry aind draiiy

Next, we examined the milerence of trans which are cousistent with ll mrmmim,} |
behaviours. The mest consistent behaviours were also analysed oo 2 (dimension:

marality versus abiliny) = 2 (position: lugh morality ;zi:ul.zi» versus low moralitys
abiity) a».--*itl-lir'“tmm%"sir:ffzm dusign. This resulted i a main effect of position of hehavioor

(AT a3 = 0019 ;s < 1.051 indicating that high morality (M = 5,50) and high ability
Dehviour (4 = 3 70) mmi:zha more certain imderences of g correspondent d%pamwn
than o mmh (A = 5 18Y undd low abibty bebaviour (A = 5191,

For 31.1t}£.ifwia;.1lu..l}* cotstytent behaviour sand teatts a stlar mmlft wits Touned; analysis
o varnnee wit 'h the sarmie fuctors revealed a sigraficant effect for pasition of behay-
s (A1 “"%} 792 p < 001y Muoderately moral (M = 30300 and muderately tntelli-
pent (A = 3,330 beluviowr lad (o mare certain mlerences of acongroent morality
ar abiduy t’impmllwal thun mioderately immorad (= 4061 und moderatety unintellis
genl {4 = 479y behaviour

P hscussion

The unphcavional schema theory (Reeder and Brewer, 1979 und diagnosticity explas
nation (Skowronsky and Carlston, 19875 of posttivity and negativity biases predict
erensed informuativeness or diagnosticity of immorad behaviour ina moral domain
while m oan abity doman skdiul behaviour is perceived as mote mformative. In
other words, bebaviour that s mconsistent agth an gctor s NL‘IHMMHH will be per-
cerved as less fikely tor moral ar unskilful actors than for mamoral and skilful actors.
Results of our more ditect test of Skowronskr and Carlsion's hvputhesis in which
stthiects were asked to make trait-inferences on the basts of behaviowrt] instances
support thew positicar, Immoral belinviowr s more dignoste than morad behavieur,
such that tan actar behaves immorally, an mderence of moralite will be ess feasible
Vi an inferenve ol mmuerabity mighit be on the basts of moral behoviour, By contrast,
i oare ability doman, an inderence of mability will be less feasible on the basis of
high ability behaviour than an mference of ability on the basis of fow ubility behav-
our. These results were obtiuned [or both extreme and muoderate behuviours, We
also Tound that tran-inferences moan abihity dominn on the basis of mconsistent
behaviour are made with more certainty than trait-inferences i o morahity domain,
One possible, albeit posr foe, explanation for this finding is that the ability behaviours
used i the m:;wrimun were fess ambiguous than the worad andiimmeral behaviours,
Overadl then, our birst expertiment supports the prediction that negative behaviour
s more imformatve for judgements of morality but posiive mformation dppears
o carry @ mghoer diagnosog value Tor judgements of ability.

The reason tor the greater pereeived conmsteney between hehaviours and agtors
rating high o dimensions of morality and ability than behaviours and actors rating

low on these dimensions, found both here and by Skowronski and Carlston (1987), -
15 not mmediately clear. Skowronski and Carlston expluned this results by means
ol a posttivity blas. Faveurable trans, ke morality and melligenae, are expeetéd - -

o occur more Frequently i a population than unfavourable trat, like immorality
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and ummtelhigence, The bascline expectation may be that people possess (hese (raits
to same posttve degree. Isomeone acts morally or mtelligenty, this type of hehaviour
is then in line with posibive expectations which may be reflected i a more certan
correspondent inference.

EXPERIVIENT 2

Onar first expeniment extiablshiod the relevance of o distinetion between morahity-
and ability-related dimensicons for the explanation of negativity and posibivity effects
i trart-inferences, Next we turn 1o the question of how -l“,tuiiili‘vf; A1 [‘)(‘M e infor-
maticn on these two dimensions oty miuences evaluative or affecnve Judzements
of peaple. OF relevance here, 1o another distinction made by Pecters (1983) and
Pecters and Czapinski (1990) between twa types of evaluative dimensions: "other-
profitability” and selfsprofitability”. They argue that negativity etlects are restricted
to attributes which underhie o negative other-prolitability dumension and Jdo not
occur when an autribute 1s associated with negative self-profitability, Tor example,
‘dishonest” is o negutive other-profitability attribute. because it mmplivs negalive conse-
guences for those who have o deal with g dishonest person. A trait ke “stapidd”
however, scores high on a sell-profitability dimension, because this atnbute leads
mainly (o negative autcomes for the person hinmvor herself and is relatvely less hkely
(o affect other people. Tt scems likely that other-profitabnhity mamly concerns the
morality dimension while ability 15 more tmmmmul with sell pn_xiimlnm}-,. [deed,
Poeters and Cra ['mmkt node that nost research mwhich Nt v k] eliects are ohserved

(cf. Birnbawum, 1972 Fiske, 1980; Reeder and Spores, 1983), the type of behaviour

af trits to be evaluated dre atirtbutes such as Trendhness”, “hikeability” or thonesty,
all Tactors concerning vther-profitabilivy. Other-prolitability thus refers to moraliby,
while sell-profitability refers o ﬁa‘nhnmmxmt sk,

It seems Bkely then that morality (othee-profitabilityy will be more closely associ-
ated with the evaluative mnmm wen than abibity gself-profitabiity), An mpression

formation study by Martijn, Spears and Vo der Pligt (1990) provides evidence for

this assumption. Subjects received secdeseriptions of an agtor i terms ol twao behav-
ours. Inone conditton subpects were presented pairs of behiaviours on o moral dunen-
sion Usoctableness ) while i g second condinion six patrs of belviour were
presepted on an ability dinepsion Canadyoe thinking '), Subjects were usked womndi-

cate therr impression of each wctor on two types of scales. The st scale was an

Snfvrence seile” on which subiects had 1o rate their impeessions of the “miarabity’
(condition )y or abibioy (condition 2y of an actor, The second scale wus an evaluative

scale ranging Prom “very negative’ to “very positive’. For each pair ol belaviours,

we calvulated the correhittion between the inference seale and the evitlugtive scade,
I the morahity domain, high correlations were tound between the two ratings tmora-

Nty and evalwation) ranging from 0.40 to 0.68. In the abibty domain, muelh fower:
correlations were found between ability inferences and the evaluation ot the actor
(ranging from .11 10 0.33), These results indicate that inferences ol the morabty
of an actor are cosely related to evaluative judgements per se. Classifving o person
as immoral” strongly implies a segative evaduation, In the case of abilities, a4 weaker

1-1‘! l.f‘)li‘wh vyl the teens soeiial vowrensd hh?.ﬁ'ns:h g B tyvanshated as Tsoend Al i&!.ml ~~l‘!*;31i.i‘i-;ti.ii'ir;’.'ﬂ-ft; ,
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relatonship between inferences and evaluations s found. Judeing o person as *skilful’
does not necessartdy npply that we also ke this person, _

Although the first study provides evidence for the inference process for morality .
and ability dimensions separatelv. morality and ability may often be closely inter-

twined o impression formation. One and the sume act can be quite often constdered.

friom the perspective of either morality and abtlity. For stance, cheating at one’s

eome tax without ever being caught may be imumoral behaviour i terms of morality

bt reflect well on one’s ability, Mare generally, the question arises of how people
combine evidence of (imymorahity and {injubility when judging another person,

In our second experiment the aun s 10 see how morality and ability dimensions
are weighted when combined and how positive or negative information on one dimen.-
stor woweighted as compared o positive or pegative information v the other, We
el that informanon abou! mors }'i}" will he "Wt:l»‘gJJ[t;ﬂ org lll;',-mf}]} T EEE:}.FH‘.I?{H%
an overall evauative judgement of apother person than information dbout ability.

Method

Weefrfocrs

A tatad of 143 hest year paychology students of the University of Amsterdam partici-
cted my the experiment.

Muterials

On the basis of a prlot study we selected four traits denoting various positions on
d moral contmuum and four trads on an abihty continwum, such that the evaluntive
radings of the positive awi negative traits did not differ in extremity, The four tets
redated too marslity wore: Chorest Cweorruptible”, hypooritical’ :1-1"1(:1 unreliable”, The
Lraily on the abulidy :;iln"ss;;fmi-:'ﬁ'x concerned mteihgence: “clever’, Tshaep’, “dull” and
stupid (trats tramsdated frony the Duehy,

f‘}a' A 'éfiH' b

[ the first part of the esoermment, we oblamed svaluatve ratmes tor vach of these
creht single tet deseriptionss These trants were presented as Tollows: A person that
oo hind T Bobgects were asked toorate cach tradt on p Yepotnt seale ranging
Fromy Tvery mesbive T o very positive (7). To tlw sevotid part of the experiment,
byee s rated eiehi WO LeEt paates on o simdar 7-pomt evatoative valing scale, We
prosenfed the pwosTran pares by asking the subjects: A person that s both L. and

L Hind Lach tras-paar wmimwi of a moval et and an whilnty taut, Evaluative

sty of !.hl... adjectivies was varwed in 2 tvalenee of moral LYt ].'H,.?MH\'L. VUTsis noga-

tvel = 2 (vadence ul abihty e positve versus negative) withinssubjects design,

Specilically, subjects yudged erght tait paivings, two for each ol the four combinations

resulting from this design: both traits positive Uneorreptible and efever; nmest and ]
sharp), morality trat positive, ability tranl negative {incorruptible and dull; hwrr Y SRR

and stupid). morality tralt negative, abibity trat positive (fvpecritica! ﬁ-l.ﬂd--quzggg,;
nrvelichle and clever) and both trais negative Qnrelioble and dull: hvpocritieal and
stupid),



