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The role of motivation in the unconscious: How our motives control the activation of our thoughts and shape our actions


Research over the last two decades has demonstrated the importance of unconscious thoughts in shaping our behavior (Epstein, 1994; Kihlstrom, 1987; Westen, 1998). More recently a number of researchers have highlighted the importance of motivation in these unconscious processes (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999, Higgins, 1996; Gollwitzer & Moskowitz, 1996; Shah, Kruglanski, & Friedman, 2002). This symposium is timely in bringing together much of that research and we are very pleased to be included in this effort. (Here we will discuss some of the relevant research that is being presented at the Symposium). 

From our fairly grandiose title it might appear that we are trying to delineate a grand theory of how motivation operates in the unconscious, but our aims are much more circumspect. Rather than a grand theory, we believe that the research we report in this chapter—on stereotype activation and application and on subliminal priming and persuasion—has demonstrated two important ways that motivation interacts with unconscious thoughts: 1) Motivation can trigger the activation of thoughts concerning the satisfaction of the relevant motive, and 2) Motivation can affect the link between thought (including nonconscious thought) and action to facilitate the satisfaction of the motive.  Without the motivation, these thoughts either would not be activated, or they would not lead to action.

The Role of Motivation in the Activation of Concepts


The idea that motivation can affect the nature of concepts that are activated when people are exposed to a stimulus is not entirely new. Bruner and his colleagues (Bruner, 1957; Bruner, Postman, & McGinnies, 1947) in the New Look perspective in perception certainly believed that motivation could determine what people perceived when exposed to a given stimulus. More recently Bargh (Bargh, 1990) in his auto-motive model of cognition has also proposed that motives, when combined with cues in the environment, can lead to the automatic activation of particular thoughts. We believe that our own research has emphasized that motivation can lead to the activation of thoughts that work to fulfill the desires contained in these motives, and in this way motivation leads to the activation of thoughts that would not be activated in the absence of the motivational state.

Stereotype Activation


In one line of research we have examined how the motive to maintain a positive self-image can affect the activation of stereotypes. Previously we had hypothesized that stereotyping others may often result from the motive to restore a threatened self-image. We demonstrated that when people’s self-image is threatened, they became more likely to stereotype others, and these stereotypic evaluations, in turn, helped restore their self-esteem (Fein & Spencer, 1997). In a subsequent series of studies we reasoned further that this motivation might affect not only conscious evaluation of stereotyped targets but unconscious stereotype activation as well (Spencer, Fein, Wolfe, Fong, & Dunn, 1998). 


In the first of these studies, for example, we manipulated threat to White participants’ self-esteem by providing them with either positive or negative feedback on an intelligence test. Subsequently they saw either an Asian or a White women holding a series of cards that contained word fragments that they needed to complete to form complete words. Some of these word fragments could be completed stereotypically (e.g., S__Y could be completed as SHY or SLY), and others were fillers. Previous research by Gilbert and Hixon (1991) had demonstrated that when participants were not under cognitive load, they activated the stereotype (i.e., they completed more of the stereotypic word fragments with stereotypic words) when they were exposed to the Asian woman, but under cognitive load they did not. In our study we placed all the participants under cognitive load, to make stereotype activation more difficult. As we predicted, we found that despite the cognitive load, participants did activate the stereotype when exposed to the Asian woman—if they had received the self-image threatening feedback.


In the second study we examined whether even a mere subliminal exposure to a stereotypic target would trigger activation of the stereotype. Participants were exposed to either Black or White faces subliminally (16ms) while under high or low cognitive load. They subsequently completed a series of word stems. Some of these word stems could be completed with words consistent with stereotypes about Blacks (e.g., DAN_____ could be completed as DANGER or DANGEROUS) and others were fillers. We found that when people were not under cognitive load they activated the stereotype after exposure to the Black faces, but under cognitive load they did not.


In the third study we examined whether self-image threat would lead to the activation of the Black stereotype in this paradigm even when people were under cognitive load. Participants received either positive or negative feedback on an intelligence test and then completed the word stems under cognitive load after being subliminally exposed to either the Black or White faces. As can be seen in Figure 1, when people’s self-image had been threatened and they were exposed to the Black face, they activated the stereotype, but when their self-image had not been threatened (or when they were exposed to the White face), they did not.

[image: image1.wmf]Figure 1. Stereotype activation as a function of self-image threat and ethnicity of the subliminal prime.


Recently we have replicated this effect (in a study described in more detail below, Fein & Spencer, 2003) with the stereotype about gay men. In this study men received either positive or neutral feedback on an intelligence test and then were subliminally primed with the word “gay” or the word “hat.” They subsequently completed a number of word stems under cognitive load. Some of these word stems could be completed with words associated with stereotypes about gay men (e.g., FAI____ could be completed as FAIRY). We found that men who received negative feedback and who were exposed to the “gay” prime were significantly more likely to complete the word stems stereotypically than were men who received neutral feedback or who were exposed to the “hat” prime.


These sets of results suggest that the motivation to maintain one’s self-image can lead people to activate stereotypes that would bolster their self-image even when their cognitive resources are taxed and the exposure to stereotypic stimuli is minimal. Thus, the motivation to maintain one’s self-image leads to the activation of thoughts (i.e., stereotypes) that function to maintain one’s self-image and that would not be activated in the absence of this motivational state. But what would happen if people are motivated to avoid stereotyping others? 

Stereotype Inhibition

Stereotyping others can function as a self-image maintenance strategy, but there also are times in which people are motivated to avoid stereotyping others. Indeed, this motive to avoid being, or appearing to be, prejudiced has played a crucial role in contemporary theories of prejudice and discrimination (e.g., Bodenhausen & Macrae, 1998; Dovidio, Kawakami, &Gaertner, 2000; Kunda & Spencer, in press; Monteith, Sherman, & Devine, 1998). In a new set of studies (Spencer, Fein, Davies, & Hoshino-Browne, 2003) we extend our research on the role of motivation in automatic stereotype activation by testing the hypothesis that the motivation to avoid stereotyping can lead to the inhibition of stereotypes. 


In the first study to test this reasoning we gave students one of three types of (bogus) feedback that allegedly was based on a questionnaire that they had completed earlier in the term. The feedback indicated how they scored relative to their peers on ten scales. Each of the participants received feedback indicating that they scored exceptionally high on one scale and exceptionally low on another scale. What varied was the self-image implication of these deviations. For one-third of the participants, the feedback indicated that they scored high on a “contemporary racism” scale and low on a “racial tolerance” scale. Thus, these participants were threatened with being high in racism. For another third, the feedback indicated that they scored high on a “neuroticism” scale and low on a “cognitive complexity” scale. Thus, these participants were threatened about their intelligence and emotional stability, but their attitudes or beliefs about race were not called into question. The remaining participants served as a control group; they learned that they scored high on a “perceptual/cognitive” scale and low on a “sensing/feeling” scale. The explanations of these particular scales were written in a way that made it clear there were no positive or negative associations with either pole of either scale.


After receiving the feedback participants were primed with either a Black male face or a White male face and completed word stems under cognitive load.1 Some of the word stems could be completed with words related to the Black stereotype. Replicating our previous results we found that participants did not activate the Black stereotype under these conditions in the absence of threat. If they received a threat to their self-image, in contrast, they did activate the stereotype. Not just any self-image disturbing information would necessarily have this effect, however: When participants were threatened with being high in racism, they showed even less activation (i.e., they showed inhibition) of the Black stereotype when compared with the participants who received neutral feedback.


We have replicated this stereotype inhibition effect in subsequent studies using other measures of stereotype activation. In one of these studies, participants received either neutral feedback or feedback suggesting that they had scored high in racism, and then they were exposed to subtle primes of either a Black or a White male face. Participants then completed a Stroop task in which they named the color of the font in which each of a series of words was printed. Some of these words were consistent with the Black stereotype whereas others were not. The logic of the Stroop task is that when people activate a concept, this facilitates reading words associated with the concept, but this readiness to read the word interferes with naming the color of the font in which the word is printed. Therefore, when a concept is activated people take longer to name the color of the words associated with the concept. 

We found that after neutral feedback, participants who were primed with Black faces activated the Black stereotype (i.e., they were slower to name the color of words associated with the Black stereotype than were people who were primed with White faces). In contrast, among the participants who had received feedback suggesting that they scored high in racism, participants primed with the Black faces inhibited the stereotype (i.e., they were faster to name the color of words associated with the Black stereotype than were participants who were primed with White faces).


In a third study of stereotype inhibition, we again provided participants with either neutral feedback or feedback indicating that they scored high in racism. Participants were exposed to subliminal primes of either White or Black male faces and then completed a lexical decision task (LDT) in which they were presented with various strings of letters and had to decide, for each letter string, whether the string was a real word or not. Some of the letter strings were real words and some were not. Among the real words, some were consistent with the Black stereotype and some were not. The logic behind the LDT is that when a concept is activated, this will facilitate the identification of words related to that concept, and therefore participants will make the appropriate lexical decision faster for these words (but not for other items) than if the concept was not activated. 

As can be seen in Figure 2, among the participants who received neutral feedback, those who were primed with Black male faces identified Black-stereotypic words faster than participants primed with the White male faces, thereby exhibiting stereotype activation. In contrast, among participants who received feedback indicating that they scored high in racism, those primed with the Black faces were slower in identifying stereotype-relevant words than were participants primed with White faces, thereby exhibiting inhibition of the stereotype. 
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Figure 2. Stereotype activation as a function of racism threat and ethnicity of the subliminal prime.
In this set of three studies, therefore, we find that when people are motivated to avoid stereotyping, they inhibit stereotypes in situations in which they otherwise would activate the stereotype. These results, together with the results reported above on the effect of self-image maintenance goals on stereotype activation, demonstrate that stereotype activation can be dramatically affected by people’s motivations. On one hand, when people are motivated to maintain a threatened self-image, they activate stereotypes even under conditions that typically do not foster such activation—such as when their cognitive resources are taxed and the exposure to the stereotypic target is minimal. On the other hand, when people are motivated to avoid prejudice, they inhibit the activation of stereotypes even in situations that otherwise promote stereotype activation.

Given these results we believe that any complete model of stereotyping must account for the role of motivation in even the earliest stages of processing. Fortunately, several recent studies in addition to those reported here have begun to document this important aspect of stereotyping. For example, Moskowitz and his colleagues (Moskowitz, Gollwitzer, Wasel, & Schaal, 1999) have shown that chronic egalitarian goals can inhibit stereotype activation, and Sinclair and Kunda (1999) have shown that impression formation goals can lead to both activation and inhibition of stereotypes. The results of these programs of research converge with our own in highlighting the important role of motivation in stereotype activation (see Kunda & Spencer, in press, for a review).

Subliminal Priming and Persuasion
In our research on subliminal priming and persuasion (Strahan, Spencer, & Zanna, 2002), we also noticed the important role that motivation can play in the activation of unconscious thoughts. In this research we asked people to come to the lab after not eating or drinking anything for 3 hours. They believed that they would be participating in a study in which they would evaluate a number of products. We then had participants taste a dry cookie and either gave them some water to drink to ‘cleanse their palate’ or not, thus half the people were thirsty and half were not. After this cookie taste-test we told participants that they would take a break from the evaluation of products and that they would complete a computer task. In this task we subliminally primed people with the words ‘thirst’ and ‘dry’ or neutral words as they were completing an LDT. 

What we noticed when we scrutinized the data from the LDT is that motivation and the subliminal prime interacted to affect people’s responses to some of the words on the LDT. As can be seen in Figure 3, when people were thirsty and they were subliminally primed with the thirst-related words they activated words related to quenching thirst (i.e., liquid, moist, and rain). When people weren’t thirsty or when they weren’t primed with thirst-related words they did not activate these concepts. 
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Figure 3. Activation of thirst-quenching words as a function of motivation and subliminal prime.

In a conceptual replication of this study we had people come to the lab believing that they were going to complete a number of tasks. In the last task they either expected to be alone or to interact with another person. Erber and his colleagues (Erber, Wegner, & Therriault, 1996) have shown that such a manipulation affects people’s motivation to repair their mood. When they expect to interact with another person they engage in mood repairing activities, but when they expect to be alone they do not. After explaining the nature of the tasks in which participants would be participating, we then had them complete an LDT in which we either subliminally primed them with a sad face or a neutral stimulus. 

In examining the results we again found that motivation and the subliminal prime interacted to affect participant's responses to some of the words on the LDT. In particular, when people expected to interact with another person (i.e., when they were motivated to repair their mood) and they were primed with the sad face they activated words related to a positive mood (i.e., happy, cheerful, joyous). In contrast, when people expected to be alone—and thus were presumably less motivated to repair their mood—and when they were primed with the neutral stimulus they showed no activation of these concepts. 

Thus, in both these studies when people were motivated and they were subliminally primed with stimuli that were motivationally relevant they activated concepts that were related to satisfying their motives even though these concepts were semantic opposites of the concepts that were primed. In contrast, when people were not motivated they showed no such activation. These intriguing results led us to conduct two carefully designed studies to test these ideas more fully.

The first study was exactly the same as the thirst study describe above (participants were either thirsty or not and were primed with thirst-related words or not) except that we included a longer list of words in the LDT. In particular we had participants identify six words related to thirst per se and six words related to quenching thirst while completing the LDT. What we found was that when primed with the thirst-related words everyone activated words related to thirst (e.g., desert, hot), but only participants who were thirsty activated words related to quenching thirst (e.g., beverage, quench). Participants primed with the neutral words did not activate either concept.

The second study was exactly the same as the mood study describe above (participants were either motivated to repair their mood or not and were primed with a sad face or a neutral stimulus) except as in the study above we included a longer list of words in the LDT. In particular we had participants identify ten words related to sadness and ten words related to happiness. What we found that when primed with the sad face everyone activated words related to sadness (e.g., sad, gloomy), but only participants who were motivated to repair their mood activated words related to happiness (e.g., happy, joyous). Participants primed with the neutral stimulus did not activate either concept.

Together these studies demonstrate that motivation can lead to the activation of functional concepts—concepts that prepare people to fulfill their motives—when they are presented with minimal stimuli that are semantically opposite of their desires, and that these functional concepts are not activated in the absence of motivation. Thus, these studies provide strong evidence that our motives can lead to the activation of concepts that would not be activated in the absence of motivation. But does motivation affect whether these activated concepts will lead to behavior? We turn to this question in the next section.

The Role of Motivation in Shaping Our Actions

Moderating the Link Between Stereotype Activation and Application

Our research has shown not only the important role of motivation in activating thoughts, but also how motivation can determine whether thoughts that are activated lead to behavior. For example, in one study, briefly described above, male participants who received either positive or negative feedback were subliminally primed with either the word “gay” or the word “hat”, and then completed word stems—some of which could be completed stereotypically—under cognitive load. After completing the word stems they went on to evaluate a target that was described either as gay or as straight. In particular, the participants rated how much they would like this person to be their friend and how similar they thought they were to this person.


As reported above, participants activated the stereotype only when they had received a self-image threat and been subliminally primed with the concept “gay.” An additional finding, however, was that the degree to which participants exhibited automatic activation of the gay stereotype was associated with their tendency to apply the stereotype (i.e., distancing themselves psychologically from the gay target in their overt judgments) only if their self-esteem had been threatened (r = -.66). Among participants whose self-image had not been threatened, there was no evidence of an association between stereotype activation and stereotype application (r = .03). Thus, implicit activation of a concept served to shape explicit evaluations only when participants were motivated to carry out this behavior.


We examined this idea more fully in a second study. Male students watched a video of a panel discussion on gay rights that had occurred on campus a couple of years earlier. We manipulated the apparent reaction of the audience during the discussion so that it appeared in one condition that the audience clearly favored gay rights, and that it appeared in the other condition that the audience clearly opposed gay rights. We created this manipulation by systematically inserting either silence (a cue to opposition) or applause (a cue to support) after points made by the various speakers. After watching the video of the panel discussion, all participants received negative feedback on an intelligence test and completed word stems under cognitive load. Finally, the participants learned about a target that was described either as gay or straight, and they evaluated him by indicating how much they wanted to be his friend and how similar they thought they were to him. 


Perhaps not surprisingly after watching the panel discussion on gay rights, participants across conditions activated the gay stereotype. However, the evaluation of the stereotypic target, and the relation between stereotype activation and evaluation of the target, were dramatically affected by the perceived local norm. Participants exposed to the version of the video that suggested that the local norm opposed gay rights distanced themselves from the target more when he was portrayed as gay than when he was not, but participants exposed to the version of the video suggesting that the local norm supported gay rights, evaluated the target about the same regardless of the portrayal of his sexual orientation. 

What is more important for the point we are making here, however, is that the relation between stereotype activation and evaluation of the target was also affected by the manipulation of perceived local norm. As can be seen in Table 1, among participants exposed to the anti-gay-rights norm, the more they activated the stereotype the more they distanced themselves from the target when he was portrayed as gay. Among the participants exposed to the pro-gay-rights norm, however, the more they activated the stereotype the less they distanced themselves from the target when he was portrayed as gay. When the target was not described as gay there was no reliable relation between stereotype activation and evaluation of the target.

	
	Sexual Orientation of the Target

	Perceived Local Norm:
	Gay 
	Straight

	Support for Gay Rights
	-.70*
	.33

	Opposition to Gay Rights
	.40*
	-.01


* p < .05

Table 1. The relation between activation of the stereotype and distancing oneself from the target as a function of the perceived local norm and the sexual orientation of the target.

Why did this simple manipulation of the apparent norm of participants’ peer group have these effects? We believe that perceptions of such norms can motivate individuals toward or away from particular attitudes or behaviors. Believing that the majority of one’s peers support gay rights can motivate an individual to put aside negative stereotypes and exhibit positive attitudes and behaviors toward gays. Believing that one’s peers clearly are opposed to gay rights, on the other hand, can remove such inhibitions and possibly promote motives to derogate gays and their cause. More generally, we propose that people’s motivations may determine how activated thoughts shape actions. When people are motivated to distance themselves from a stereotypic target, activation of the stereotype leads to application of the stereotype. When people are motivated to accept a stereotypic target, however, stereotype activation may lead to more positive reactions toward the target. The relation between stereotype activation and stereotype application, therefore, may be moderated by people’s motives.

Moderating the Link Between Subliminal Priming and Persuasion

Our research on subliminal priming and persuasion also highlights the important role that motivation plays in shaping our activated thoughts into actions. Recall that in the thirst studies described above, that we had people who were thirsty or not thirsty and who were subliminally primed with thirst-related words or neutral words complete an LDT in which they responded to thirst quenching words (i.e., liquid, moist, rain). We found that people activated these thirst-quenching words more when they were thirsty and primed with thirst-related words than in the other conditions; but does this activation affect behavior?

In this study, after completing the LDT we had participants complete a supposed taste-test of two beverages (which were actually super-sweet Kool-Aid) and measured how much participants drank. When participants were thirsty and primed with the thirst-related words they drank more, but more importantly for our point here, activation of the thirst quenching words only predicted how much people drank when they were thirsty and primed with thirst-related words. In the other conditions there was no relation between activation of the thirst quenching words and the amount that people drank.

In the second study, after completing the LDT we had participants rate ads for two supposedly new sports drinks and decide how many coupons they wanted for each drink. The ad for one drink called SuperQuencher claimed that studies have found that it “quenches your thirst 25% better than any other sports drink on the market.” It also included the tag line, “When you are super thirsty drink SuperQuencher.” The ad for the other drink called PowerPro claimed that studies found that it “replaces your electrolytes 45% better than any other sports drink,” and included the tag line, “Do your body a favor: Drink PowerPro!”

All participants were thirsty in this study and half were primed with thirst-related words and half were primed with neutral words. The subliminal prime did affect people’s preference for the ads and their choice of coupons. When people were primed with the thirst-related words they preferred SuperQuencher, but when people were primed with the neutral words they showed no preference. More importantly for our point here, however, activation of the thirst-related words showed a significantly stronger relation to people’s preferences for the products when they were subliminally primed with the thirst-related words (r = -.59, p < .05) than when they were primed with neutral words (r = - .29, p > .20).

We also found a similar pattern of effects in the mood studies described above. Recall that we subliminally primed people with either a sad face or a neutral object when people expected to interact with another person—and thus were motivated to repair their mood—or expected to be alone—and thus were not motivated to repair their mood. As reported above people who were primed with the sad face and expected to interact with another person showed increased activation of happiness-related words (i.e., happy, cheerful, joyous) whereas those who were not motivated to repair their mood and those who were not primed with the sad face showed no such activation. 

After the LDT that measured this activation, we had participants rate ads for CDs from two new bands and decide the number of songs that they wanted to listen to from each CD. One band, called Tweed Monkeys, was described as playing upbeat music, and the tag line for the ad said, “If you are looking for a CD that will put you in a good mood, this is the CD for you.” The other band, called Crystal Hammer, was described as musically talented, and the tag line for the ad said, “If you like music with a strong sound, you will love this CD.” 

When people were primed with the sad face and were motivated to repair their mood they preferred the ad for the upbeat Tweed Monkeys CD and wanted to listen to more songs from this band. When people were not motivated to repair their mood or were not primed with the sad face they showed no preference for either ad and chose about the same number of songs from each band. More importantly for the point being made here, however, as can be seen in Table 2, when people were primed with the sad face and were motivated to repair their mood their activation of happy words was correlated with their preference for the upbeat band. In the other conditions, however, the activation of happy words was not reliably related to preferences for either band.

	Future Task Expectation
	Subliminal Priming Condition

	
	Neutral Prime
	Sad-Face Prime

	Expect to be Alone


	.35
	.21

	Expect to Interact with Another Person
	-.11
	.51*


* p < .05

Table 2. The relation between activation of happy words and preference for the upbeat Tweed Monkeys CD

Together these results provide evidence that people’s motivations can affect the way activated concepts shape behavior even when the activation of the concepts occurs outside of conscious awareness. When thirst and sadness were activated by subliminal primes, people’s motivations channeled this activation into actions that could satisfy the motivation: when primed with thirst, thirsty people preferred a thirst-quenching beverage and drank more; when primed with a sad face, people motivated to repair their mood preferred an upbeat band and wanted to listen to upbeat music. These results together with the results described above on how motivation can affect the relation between stereotype activation and application provide compelling evidence that our motives can channel our activated thoughts into actions that are functional—actions that facilitate the satisfaction of our motives. 

General Discussion

We have reviewed evidence from our research on stereotype activation and application and subliminal priming and persuasion that suggest two important ways that motivation influences unconscious thought. Motivation can lead to the activation of thoughts that would not be activated in the absences of the motivational state and motivation can shape activated thoughts into actions that fulfill people’s goals. In our research on stereotype application we have found that when people are motivated to restore their self-image they activate negative stereotypes about group members even when their cognitive resources are taxed and the exposure to stimuli related to the stereotyped group is so minimal that they would not activate the stereotype in the absence of the motivated state. We also find, however, that when people are motivated to avoid being prejudice they inhibit stereotypes even in situations in which they would normally activate the stereotypes. 

In our research on subliminal priming and persuasion we find that when people are motivated to quench their thirst they activate concepts related to quenching thirst (e.g., liquid) even when they are presented with minimal stimuli that is related to the semantic opposite (e.g., dryness). Likewise when people are motivated to repair their mood they activate concepts related to mood repair (e.g., cheerfulness) even when they are presented with minimal stimuli that is related to the semantic opposite (e.g., sadness). This sort of activation does not occur in the absence of motivation.

Together these studies suggest that motivation plays an important role in determining what concepts get activated when people are exposed to a given stimuli, and that the concepts that get activated are functionally relevant. They are concepts that prepare people to engage in actions that will fulfill their goals.

We also find that motivation affects the relation between the activation of concepts and the actions that people take and here too we see a functional relation. When people are motivated, the activation of functionally relevant concepts are strongly associated with the actions that fulfill people’s goals. In our research on stereotype activation and application we find not only that people’s motivation to restore their self-image leads to the activation of stereotypes, but also that the activation of these stereotypes is associated with negative evaluation of a stereotyped target. If however, people are motivated to avoid stereotyping (due to a local norm that condemns such evaluations) then activation of the stereotype is associated with positive evaluation of the stereotyped target.

In our research on subliminal priming and persuasion we find that when people are motivated to quench their thirst they not only activate concepts related to quenching their thirst, but the activation of these concepts is associated with increased drinking of a beverage and with the preference for a thirst-quenching beverage over an electrolyte replacing beverage. Likewise, when people are motivated to repair their mood we find that they not only activate concepts related to repairing their mood but also that the activation of these concepts is related to their preference for music that will repair their mood.

One issue that we have not addressed in this research is whether the motivations that drive the activation of people’s thoughts and shape their actions operate at the conscious level or at the unconscious level. On one hand, it is clear that at least in some of our studies the whole process that we have described—in which motivation leads to the activation of motivationally relevant thoughts which in turn are shaped by motivation into actions that satisfy people’s goals—is not fully conscious. In most instances we have described, it is fairly clear that people are not aware of the concepts that have become activated. Nevertheless, these concepts can still lead to motivationally relevant behaviors that satisfy people’s motives and of which they are presumably aware. On the other hand, we do not want to claim that people in our studies are unaware of the motives that are driving their behavior. The people who experienced self-image threat report lower self-esteem, the people who were thirsty report being thirsty, the people who were threatened with being racist would presumably report being motivated to avoid prejudice. Thus, our research seems to suggest that although people are not aware of the processes through which motivation affects their thoughts and actions they are often aware of the motives.

But could the same processes operate even if the motives were unconscious? We suspect they could. In one of our studies it unclear whether people are fully aware of their motivation. When people expect to interact with another person and are subliminally primed with a sad face are they consciously motivated to repair their mood? It seems that to be consciously aware that one wants to repair his or her mood, he or she must be aware that they are in a bad mood and that they will be in a situation in which they want to get out of this mood. In our study when people expected to interact with another person they were presumably aware that they would be in a situation in which they would like to be in a positive mood. But were they aware that they were in a negative mood? 

We suspect that they were aware on one level, but not fully aware of their negative mood. This sort of state could be described as a preconscious negative mood. The evidence for this conclusion is that when we directly asked people about their mood, they did not report being sadder after the sad face prime than after the neutral prime. On the other hand, when we asked people to evaluate a sad and gloomy piece of music (Prokofiev’s Russia Under the Mongolian Yoke) they reported that the music was more sad and gloomy after the sad face prime than after the neutral prime. Given that this state had a strong affect on the activation of people’s thoughts and the way these thoughts were related to actions, we suspect that unconscious or preconscious motives will likely operate in much the same way as the more conscious motives that we have described.

One question that remains is: how often does motivation affect the activation of our thoughts and shape our actions? Such a question is of course difficult to answer and the research we have reviewed provides us with little basis to claim how often these processes occur. Nevertheless, we suspect they are quite common. In everyday life people often experience stronger motivations than are common in the lab. In our experiments, people are threatened by a poor score on an intelligence test. In everyday life people are taunted and rejected by others. In our experiments people avoid eating and drinking for three hours. In everyday life people often go much longer without food or drink. In many lab studies the situation is carefully contrived to limit people’s motivations. These observations lead us to believe that the motivational effects that we describe here are likely to be both ubiquitous and powerful in everyday life. We welcome this symposium as an opportunity to examine these issues more fully.

Footnote

1In this study we primed participants with both a subtle prime and a subliminal prime. The subtle prime occurred when participants read a newspaper story (one of four stories they read) about a lottery winner. The photograph that accompanied this story was either of a Black man or a White man. In addition to this subtle prime before each word stem that participants completed we subliminally flashed a drawing of a Black face or a White face. The subtle prime and subliminal prime were matched for race. In the follow up studies we used only a subtle prime or a subliminal prime. We found no evidence that the type of prime (subtle vs. subliminal) mattered.

Author Note

This research was supported by grants from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada to the first and fourth authors. Correspondence regarding this chapter can be directed to Steven J. Spencer, Department of Psychology, University of Waterloo, Waterloo, ON, Canada, N2L 3G1, email: sspencer@watarts.uwaterloo.ca.

References

Bargh, J. A. (1990). Auto-motives: Preconscious determinants of thought and behavior. In E. T. Higgins, & R. M. Sorrentino (Eds.), Handbook of motivation and cognition (Vol. 2, 93-130), New York: Guilford Press.

Bargh, J. A., & Chartrand, T. L. (1999). The unbearable automaticity of being. American Psychologist, 54, 462-479.

Bodenhausen, G. V., & Macrae, C. N. (1998). Stereotype activation and inhibition. In Wyer, R. S. jr. (Ed.), Advances in social cognition (Vol. 11, 1-51). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Bruner, J. S. (1957). On perceptual readiness. Psychological Review, 64, 340-358.

Bruner, J. S., Postman, L., & McGinnies, E. (1947). Personal values as determinants of perceptual selection. American Psychologist, 2, 285-286.

Dovidio, J. F., Kawakami, K., & Gaertner, S. L. (2000). Reducing contemporary prejudice: Combating explicit and implicit bias at the individual and intergroup level. In S. Oskamp (Ed.), Reducing prejudice and discrimination. The Claremont Symposium on Applied Social Psychology (pp. 137-163). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Erber, R., Wegner, D. M. & Therriault, N. (1996). On being cool and collected: Mood regulation in anticipation of social interaction. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 70, 757-766.

Esptein, S. (1994). Integration of the cognitive and the psychodynamic unconscious. American Psychologist, 49, 709-724.

Fein, S., & Spencer, S. J. (1997). Prejudice as self-image maintenance: Affirming the self through negative evaluations of others. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73, 31- 44.

Fein S. & Spencer, S. J. (2003). Stereotyping and Prejudice in Context: Self-image motives and local norms. Unpublished manuscript, Williams College.

Gilbert, D. T., & Hixon, J. G. (1991). The trouble of thinking: Activation and application of stereotypic beliefs. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 60, 509-517.

Gollwitzer, P. M., & Moskowitz, G. B. (1996). Goal effects on action and cognition. In E. T. Higgins, & A. W. Kruglanski (Eds.), Social psychology: Handbook of basic principles (361-399), New York: Guilford Press.

Higgins, E. T. (1996). Knowledge activation: Accessibility applicability, and salience. In E. T. Higgins, & A. W. Kruglanski (Eds.), Social psychology: Handbook of basic principles (133-168), New York: Guilford Press.

Kihlstrom, J. F. (1987). The cognitive unconscious. Science, 237, 1445-1452.

Kunda, Z., & Spencer, S. J. (in press). When do stereotypes come to mind and when do they color judgment?  A goal-based theoretical framework for understanding stereotype activation and application. Psychological Bulletin.

Monteith, M. J., Sherman, J., & Devine, P. G. (1998). Suppression as a stereotype control strategy. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 2, 63-82.

Moskowitz, G. B., Gollwitzer, P. M., Wasel, W., & Schaal, B. (1999). Preconscious control of stereotype activation through chronic egalitarian goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77, 167-184.

Shah, J. Y., & Kruglansk, A. W., & Friedman, R. (2002). Goals systems theory: Integrating the cognitive and motivational aspects of self-regulation. In S. J. Spencer, S. Fein, J. M. Olson, & M. P. Zanna (Eds.), Motivated social perception: The Ontario symposium. (Vol. 9, 247-276) Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Sinclair, L., & Kunda, Z. (1999). Reactions to a Black professional:  Motivated inhibition and activation of conflicting stereotypes. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77, 885-904.

Spencer, S. J., Fein, S., Wolfe, C., Fong, C., & Dunn, M (1998). Stereotype activation under cognitive load: the moderating role of self-image threat. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 24, 1139-1152.

Spencer, S. J., Fein, S., Davies, P. G., & Hoshino-Browne, E. (2003). How the threat of being racist leads to the automatic inhibition of stereotypes. Unpublished manuscript, University of Waterloo.

Strahan, E., Spencer, S. J., & Zanna, M. P. (2002). Subliminal priming and persuasion: Striking while the iron is hot. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 38, 556-568.

Westen, D. (1998). The scientific legacy of Sigmund Freud: Toward a psychodynamically informed psychological science. Psychological Bulletin, 124, 333-371.







