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In simplified form, the traditional view of cognitive processes involves a series of reasonably linear steps: Some subset of information is selected for attention (via visual scanning, for example), a smaller subset of the most “important” information is selected for encoding, and an even smaller subset gets incorporated into long-term memory. In conducting a series of studies examining how evolutionarily relevant goals affect simple cognitive processes, my colleagues and I have been discovering a number of intriguing “disjunctions” that violate the linear order in interesting ways. For example, we expected to find that activating a self-protective motive would lead people to look more at outgroup males, to interpret those males as more threatening, and to remember them better. We found the predicted effects for interpretation (black men were selectively perceived as more angry by frightened white participants).  Results of an eye-tracker study, however, revealed that participants actually looked away from outgroup males, yet later remembered them as well as, or better than, other targets to whom they had visually attended. Follow-up studies indicated reductions in eye-contact, without reductions in memory, if targets were outgroup males or ingroup males wearing angry expressions.  In another series of studies, we found an opposite disjunction – although men visually attend to beautiful women and later remember them better than less attractive women, female participants initially visually attend to handsome men, but later fail to remember them. Although both of these types of disjunctions violate the traditional linear view of information processing, they make sense in light of a model that presumes information processing functions to promote survival and reproductive goals.  My paper will focus on this broader functional view of motivated cognition, and a model of the various biases that differentially affect social cognition in six different domains of social life.

