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My research focuses on the ways in which social judgments can be influenced by processes that occur outside of one's conscious awareness and intent.  Social environments automatically activate goals frequently associated with them in the past, and these goals then operate to guide information processing and behavior without conscious intervention (Chartrand & Bargh, in press).  What happens when individuals succeed and fail at these nonconscious goals?  Are the consequences of success and failure the same for conscious and nonconscious goals?

We first examined the effects of succeeding and failing at conscious and nonconscious goals on mood state.  Participants were either primed with an impression formation goal, given explicit verbal instructions to form a coherent impression of a target, or given no goal.  They were then led to either succeed or fail at the goal.  Among participants with either a conscious or nonconscious goal to form an impression of the target, those who succeeded were in a better mood than those who failed.  However, those who succeeded or failed at the nonconscious goal did not know what caused their mood (“mystery mood”), whereas those with a conscious goal did (“understood mood”).

 Tesser et al. (1996) have argued that various self-enhancement mechanisms (SEM, self-affirmation, self-serving bias) are substitutable for one another.  They further argue that the common denominator among them is the trigger that sets them all into motion specifically, mood of unknown origin.  When individuals are in a bad mood and do not know why, they will be more likely to self-enhance, using whichever mechanism is readily available.  Based on the results from the first study, greater self-enhancement should ensue when individuals fail at nonconscious goals than when they succeed at nonconscious goals, or succeed or fail at conscious goals.  To test this, we either primed participants with an achievement goal, explicitly told them to achieve, or gave them no goal.  Participants were then led to succeed or fail at the goal (if they had one).  To assess the extent to which participants then self-enhanced, they were given a questionnaire that measured self-serving definitions of success (Dunning, 1999).  Those who failed at a nonconscious goal created the most self-serving definitions of success, those who had no goal created the least, and those who failed at a conscious goal fell in between.

Fein and Spencer (1997) have argued that stereotyping is a self-enhancement mechanism that restores self-esteem during times of threat.  It was therefore predicted that those who fail at a nonconscious goal would stereotype more than those who fail at a conscious goal or no goal.  We therefore replicated the previous study, and manipulated an additional variable.  If negative mystery moods lead to greater self-enhancement, then reducing the mysteriousness should attenuate self-enhancement.  Thus, upon failing, half the participants were given a mood scale that provided an attribution for their mood:  the previous anagram task.  Participants were then given a measure of implicit stereotyping.  It was found that failure at a nonconscious (but not conscious) goal to achieve led individuals to implicitly rely on their stereotypes more frequently, but this effect was attenuated when an attribution was provided for their mood.

A model of nonconscious goal pursuit will be proposed based on the current research, and this model will be compared with existing models of nonconscious goal pursuit (e.g., Bargh’s (1990) auto-motive model).

