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If we are lucky, the process of making our judgments and actions more automatic, is a bit like hiring a consultant.  The same work gets done without our constant guidance, freeing our minds to think about other pressing issues.  When we think about the automatic processes  of our minds in terms of outsourcing mental work to consultants, we are likely to make two assumptions.  First, we assume that the way that we and our consultants handle the work is quite similar (e.g., “If I need to make lists and count outloud, so will my consultant”), the only difference being that we are not directly aware of the consultant’s listmaking and counting.  This assumption is particularly appealing if the consultant’s final work product looks like ours would have had we done the work ourselves.  Second, we assume that if we are working on Project B, while the consultant works on Project A, our work should have no impact on the consultant’s work.  The first of these assumptions I call the unity of process assumption, which proposes that the processes of judgment and action remain constant as they become more automated, differencing only in their efficiency and our ability to introspectively observe the process as it occurs.  The second of these assumptions I call the independence assumption, which proposes that automatic processes are automatic precisely because they do not require guidance and are not interrupted when our conscious attention is otherwise engaged.

The Reflection-Reflexion model (Lieberman, Gaunt, Gilbert, & Trope, 2001) refutes both of these assumptions.  Our model proposes two different systems for cognition that can be dissociated phenomenologically, cognitively, and neurally.  While sometimes creating similar outputs, these systems are qualitatively different in radical ways at each level of analysis  During my talk, both of these systems will be briefly sketched.  The differences between the two systems, particularly at the neural level argue against the unity of process assumption.  Empirically, my talk will focus on the independence assumption.  The functional relationship between reflexive and reflective mental processes are such that non-independence would be more adaptive.  Over the course of human history, reflective processes are generally called to action when reflexive processes fail to achieve desirable outcomes.  It would thus be adaptive if the human brain evolved to attenuate or shut down reflexive processes whenever reflective ones are triggered.  Imagine that your consultant is providing bad information to one of your clients.   As soon as you are aware of the problem and begin providing the client with accurate information, you would want the consultant to stop communicating with the client immediately.  I will present data from studies on implicit stereotyping, mere exposure effects, and cognitive dissonance to support my argument that the independence assumption is false.  These data suggest that automatic processes, which do not require cognitive resources to operate, can nevertheless be attenuated by the mere engagement of those cognitive resources elsewhere.

