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The Slime Effect: Suspicion and Dislike of
Likeable Behavior Toward Superiors
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An actor who is likeable toward superiors and dislikeable toward subordinates is judged as extremely
dislikeable and slimy (Experiments 1 and 2). Subsequent experiments addressed several theoretical
accounts of this slime effect. Likeable behaviors toward superiors induce suspicion of ulterior motiva-
tion, which is confirmed when dislikeable behaviors toward subordinates are cbserved (Experiment
3). The operation of a slime schema was indicated by the emergence of an illusory correlation
between an actor’s behavior and the status of the target, such that the actor was erroneously perceived
as more likeable toward superiors (Experiment 4). Further, perceivers spontaneously discerned the
behavioral pattern of “‘licking upward-kicking downward,” regardless of processing time (Experi-
ment 5). Implications for impression formation and inconsistency resolution, trait inferences and
correspondence bias, and lay theories of self-presentational behavior are discussed.

Knowledge of impression management strategies is not con-
fined to social psychologists: Person perceivers in general seem
quite aware that people often engage in self-presentational be-
havior such as ingratiation (cf. Fein, Hilton, & Miller, 1990)
and self-promotion (e.g., Godfrey, Jones, & Lord, 1986). As a
consequence, many behaviors can be interpreted in at least two
ways: by making a correspondent inference, or by inferring
some form of self-presentation (i.e., a noncorrespondent infer-
ence). For instance, a person who claims to be intelligent may
either be intelligent or may be engaging in self-promotion (cf.
Reeder & Fulks, 1980), a person who helps somebody and
expresses agreement with someone’s opinions may either be
helpful and hold the same opinions or may be engaging in
ingratiation.

In interpreting such behaviors, perceivers appear to be sensi-
tive to the behavioral setting. For instance, self-promoting be-
havior is more easily identified when perceivers know that the
abilities claimed by a person cannot be verified by the andience
(Vonk, 1997). Ingratiation is more likely to be recognized when
the target of the behavior has power over the actor (Jomes,
1964, 1990). Although people can have a variety of reasons to
ingratiate themselves with someone, the most prominent one
seems to be that the other person has the power to affect their
outcomes. Thus, when an actor performs likeable behavior to-
ward a more powerful person, perceivers may correct their infer-
ence for the possibility of brownnosing.

Although self-presentational behavior goes on every day and
everywhere (e.g., Leary, 1995), social cognition research has
paid little attention to the question of how perceivers make infer-
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ences from such behavior, and how they integrate an actor’s
self-presentations with their assumptions about the true inner
dispositions and intentions of the actor. The general view in the
person cognition field is that behavier is often taken at face
value (for a review, see Gilbert & Malone, 1995). This assump-
tion stands in contrast with the common sense intuition that
people immediately recognize blatant forms of self-presentation
(e.g., a job applicant during an interview who goes on and on
about his or her admiration for the interviewer). The present
studies examined inferences and impressions of what is perhaps
the most ubiquitous form of self-presentation, ingratiation
(Jones, 1964). Specifically, it was examined whether perceivers
identify ingratiation, and if so, how it affects their evaluations
of the actor.

In the experiments reported here, participants read a series
of behavior descriptions of an actor The manipulations involved
the covariation between the valence of the behavior (likeable,
dislikeable) and the power of the persons toward whom the
behavior was performed (e.g., superiors, subordinates). The
general hypothesis was that inferences of behavior are corrected
for the target persons toward whom it is performed. Specifically,
it was expected that the power of these persons is taken into
account, such that likeable behavior enacted toward more pow-
erful targets is perceived as a reflection of ingratiation and, thus,
is discounted in the impression.

The first goal of Experiment 1 was to provide empirical evi-
dence for an observation from everyday life, namely, that a
person whose behavior is described in Dutch as *‘licking up-
ward-kicking downward”’ (cf. the authoritarian personality,
Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950) is
judged as (a) extremely dislikeable and (b) highly slimy.' In

! In the Netherlands, where these studies were conducted, there is no
general word for ingratiation. The closest resemblance is derived from
the noun skime (siijm), which literally refers to the same slippery sub-
stance as the Englishk word, but is more often used to describe persons
and behaviors. The verb to slime (slijmen) refers 1o the behavior of
ingratiating oneself for ulterior motives, regardless of whether these
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the remainder of this article, this pattern of judgments is referred
to as the Slime effect,

The second goal of Experiment | was to acquire more insight
into the process of inconsistency resolution. The person memory
literature (e.g., Hastie, 1980; Srull, 1981) has provided an abun-
dance of detailed analyses of participants’ relatively extensive
processing of inconsistent information. Generally, when per-
ceivers observe likeable and dislikeable behaviors by the same
person, the usual smoothness of the trait-inference process is
disrupted: Perceivers need to think of each behavior in relation
to the others, in order to understand the discrepancy. As a result
of this elaborative thought, free recall of the behaviors is better
than when only consistent behaviors are presented (e.g., Srull,
1981). Although psychologists have a great deal of knowledge
about the circumstances that promote or inhibit this elaboration
(i.e., the why and when), they know very little about what
precisely participants are thinking when they are engaging in
elaborative thought, that is, when they are trying to resolve an
inconsistency. Only a few studies have impticitly addressed this
question (e.g., Asch & Zukier, 1984; Vonk, 1993), and their
results suggest that participants often attempt to explain incon-
sistencies by examining whether the actor is likeable in some
domain of situations and dislikeable in another (e.g., toward
intimates vs. strangers, at home vs. at work; cf. Asch & Zukier's,
1984, notion of siteational segregation, and Trafimow’s, 1994,
evidence of multiple representations of a persen in different
settings). Inconsistencies within a single individual are more
problematic than inconsistencies within a group (e.g., Vonk &
Van Knippenberg, 1995; Wyer & Gordon, 1982), because a
person is perceived as a psychological unit (Asch, 1946). Thus,
it makes sense that participants trying to explain a discrepancy
within a person’s behaviors attempt to break this vnit, by allocat-
ing the behaviors to different settings (Vonk, 1994).

Thus, characteristics of the situation may operate as cues in
resolving inconsistencies in an actor’s behaviors. The hierarchi-
cal status of a target person is such a characteristic, because a
covariation between behavior valence and target status can ex-
plain behavioral incongruencies. This is especially true when
the covariation is such that the actor is more likeable toward
powerful targets, because this pattern is familiar and intuitively
sensible. [t follows that when participants read about a person
who systematically behaves differently toward superiors and
subordinates, they should not have a hard time explaining the
inconsistency: They should quickly become aware that it can
be accounted for by characteristics of the targets. As soon as
they realize this, the inconsistency is resolved, and there is no

motives are specific and immediate (e.g., I want this person to consent
to my pians) or unspecified and remote (e.g., In the long run it may be
convenient if this person likes me). A person who engages in this type
of behavior is described by the adjective slimy (slijmerig) or the noun
slijmbal (slimeball). The word sfime and its conjugations have a nega-
tive connotation and are used frequently to describe flattery, overly
friendly behavior, and brewnnosing. So, for all practical purposes, these
words refer to the same class of behaviors as the term ingratiation, but
they are much more informal. In the remainder of this article, the words
slime and slimy are retained because they are closest to the issue under
consideration and they are common in the language of the participanis
in these studies.

need to engage in further elaborative thought. As a result, the
superior recall effect will be reduced.

In summary, Expertment 1 tested the hypothesis that a person
who is likeable toward superiors and dislikeable toward subordi-
nates is (a) judged as highly dislikeable and slimy (the slime
effect) and (b) induces less elaborative thought than is usually
the case when participants are faced with behavioral inconsis-
tencies, resulting in a reduced superior recall effect.

Experiment 1: ‘‘Licking Upward—Kicking Downward’’

Participants received informaticn about an actor’s behaviors
toward both superiors and subordinates. In the central experi-
mental condition, behaviors toward superiors were likeable and
behaviors toward subordinates were dislikeable. This condition
is referred to as the slime condition, that is, the condition in
which the Slime effect was expected to emerge, as evidenced
by {a) a low likeability rating and (b) a high rating on the trait
slimy. To establish this effect, the slime condition was compared
with the following four others.

In one condition, the actor performed dislikeable behaviors
toward superiors and likeable behaviors toward subordinates.
This condition is referred to as the nonslirme condition, because
dislikeable behavior toward superiors seems unlikely to result
from any ulterior motivation; further, it may be assumed that
likeable behavior toward subordinates is perceived as authentic
because, even though subordinates vswally do have means to
affect their superiors’ outcomes, their power 1s less salient. Thus,
it was hypothesized that the nonslime actor would be judged as
more likeable and as less slimy than the slime actor.

In the mixed condition, participants read the same behaviors,
but the behavioral targets were alternated, such that the actor
was not systematically more likeable toward superiors or subor-
dinates. It was hypothesized that in this condition, too, the actor
would be judged as more likeable and as less slimy than in the
slime condition, whereas judgments would not differ from those
in the nonslime condition. This result would demonsirate that
the hypothesized difference between the slime and the nonslime
conditions results from relatively negative judgments in the
slime condition, and not from relatively positive judgments in
the nonslime condition (e.g., as a result of the nonslime actor
being perceived as a ‘““Robin Hood’” who stands up for the
underdog ). An additional demonstration of this can be provided
by a comparison of the slime and the nonslime conditions with
the following two conditions.

In the negative condition, only dislikeable behaviors were
presented; in the positive condition, participants read only like-
able behaviors. In both conditions, the targets of the behaviors
were superiors as well as subordinates. It was predicted that in
the nonslime condition, the actor would be evaluated less favor-
ably than in the positive condition; in the slime condition, like-
ability judgments were expected to be similar to those in the
negative condition, whereas slime judgments were expected to
be significantly higher.

In addition to establishing the slime effect, Experiment 1 also
tested the assumption that the perceived inconsistency between
likeable and dislikeable behaviors is reduced when these behav-
iors are systematically associated with different targets. In the
inconsistent conditions (slime, nonslime, and mixed), the fol-
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lowing process was assumed to occur. First, participants notice
the inconsistency between likeable and dislikeable behaviors.
Second, in an effort to explain it, they direct their attention to
other characteristics of the behavioral field, including character-
istics of the targets toward whom the behaviors are performed.
In the mixed condition, this does not reduce the inconsistency
because the status of the targets is unrelated to behavior valence.
Therefore, participants in this condition remain in a state of
elaborate processing (perhaps pursuing other strategies of in-
consistency resolution; see Vonk, 1994), eventually resulting in
superior recall of the items. In the slime and nonslime condi-
tions, on the other hand, participants become aware of the co-
variation between behavior and target status. At this point, they
complete the stage of elaborative thought and enter a third stage,
in which they only need to test their hypothesis that the targets’
status accounts for the behavior variation. As a result, their free
recall rates will be lower than in the mixed condition.

It was also expected that the recall difference between the
mixed and slime conditions would be larger than between the
mixed and nonslime conditions, because in the slime condition
it is easier to quickly identify the behavioral pattern of the actor:
Participants may have a highly accessible and well-developed
schema about a typical brownnoser, and as soon as this schema
is triggered, they can enter the third stage described above. In
the nonslime condition, on the other hand, more cognitive effort
is required to identify the behavioral pattern: Participants may
not have schemas about a person who is more likeable toward
powerless than toward powerful people, and if they do, these
schemas may be less accessible because they are activated less
frequently in everyday life (e.g., the ‘*‘Robin Hood’’ type, or a
person with an authority problem).

In summary, it was predicted that free recall would be highest
in the mixed condition, followed by the nonslime and then the
slime cendition. In the positive and negative conditions, recall
rates should be lowest because these participants do not receive
inconsistent information at all.

Method

Participants and procedure. Participants were 56 students (32
women, 24 men) of different levels in the social sciences who were
paid for their participation. Upon arrival, they were seated in individual
cubicles with a computer that paced them through the entire experiment.
By pressing the Return key, participants determined the pace of all text
on the screen. They were informed that the study was about how people
form impressions of other people, and that they were going to tead a
series of behavior descriptions of a staff member in an organization,
named Paul. It was explained that Paul worked at the middle management
level and that he, thus, had subordinates as well as superiors in the
organization. Subsequently, the behavior descriptions were presented
one at a time.

Participants’ impressions of Paul were assessed by means of a series
of rating scales. The first scale concerned Paul’s likeability (1 = very
dislikeable, 7 = very likeable). Further, 12 trait adjectives were pre-
sented, including the trait slimy (1 = nor az all, 7 = highly). A manipula-
tion check requested participants to indicate whether Paul behaved differ-
ently toward different people (1 = no, 2 = yes, toward men vs. women;
3 = yes, toward superiors vs. subordinates: 4 = yes, toward strangers
vs. familiar people). Finally, participants were given 8 min to recall as
many of the behaviors as they could and write therm down in their own

words. They were encouraged to describe the gist of each behavior and
to stay as close as possible to the original description.

Design and stimulus materials. In all conditions, participants read
20 behavior descriptions that had been pretested to be either likeable
(M across the likeable items = 5.45 on a 7-point dislikeable-likeable
scale; e.gs, Fetching coffee for someone who is working hard), dislike-
able (M = 2.58; e.g., Refusing to help someone with a problem), or
neutral (M = 4.16; e.g., Making an appointment with the accountant).
In the slime, nonslime, and mixed conditions, the descriptions consisted
of 10 likeable and 10 dislikeable behaviors. In the positive and negative
conditions, the same set of likeable or dislikeable descriptions was pre-
sented and 10 neutral descriptions were added.

In the pretest, the target of the likeable and dislikeable behaviors was
described as someone or a colleague. In the experiment, these labels
were replaced by references to superiors (e.g., kiis boss, the managing
director, the chairmar) or subordinates (e.g., his assistant, the cleaner,
the secretary). In the slime condition, the targets of the likeable behav-
iors were 10 different superiors and the targets of the dislikeable behav-
iors were 10 different subordinates. In the nonslime condition, this was
reversed. In the mixed condition, the superior and subordinate labels
were counterbalanced across the likeable and dislikeable behaviors, cre-
ating four sets of behaviors; these sets were balanced for evaluative
extremity and length. In the negative and positive conditions, the descrip-
tions were the same as the 10 dislikeable (negative condition) and 10
likeable (positive condition) behaviors in the mixed condition. The 10
neutral items in these conditions contained no references to subordinates
or superiors.

The 20 descriptions were presented in two different orders. Because
the order variation did not produce any systematic effects, this variable
was dropped from the analyses below.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation check. All participants in the slime and the
nonslime conditions responded correctly that the actor behaved
differently toward superiors and subordinates. In the mixed con-
dition, responses were distributed across the different response
categories. In the positive and negative conditions, 8 out of 22
participants responded that the actor's behavior varied across
superiors versus subordinates or strangers versus familiar peo-
ple. These responses may be due to the neutral behaviors, which
are in fact different from the likeable and dislikeable ones. For
instance, after the experiment, | participant commented that the
actor seemed indifferent and hostile, but did inquire about the
account of a client.

Likeabiliry and slime judgments, The first column in Table
1 presents the mean likeability judgment in each condition. The
results of Duncan’s multiple comparison are entirely in agree-
ment with the hypotheses: The most negative judgment was
obtained in the slime condition, where the perceived likeability
of the actor was as low as in the negative condition, and signifi-
cantly lower than in the nonslime and the mixed conditions.
These conditions, in turn, differed from the positive condition
and not from each other.

Turning to the judgments of how slimy the actor was (Table
1, column 2), it can be seen that in the slime condition, this
rating was significantly higher than in any of the other condi-
tions.? A relatively high slime rating was also obtained in the

2 The correlations between likeability and slime judgments differed

across conditions: 7 = —.24 in the positive condition, r = .26 in the
negative condition, » = .03 in the mixed condition, r = —.10 in the
nonslime condition, and r = —.16 in the slime condition { all ns). Analy-
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Table 1

Means and F Tests for Likeability Judgments (1 = Very
Dislikeable, 7 = Very Likeable), Ratings on the Trait Slimy
(I = Not at all, 7 = Highly), and Recall Rates in Experiment 1

Tatal no. of items

Condition Likeable Slimy recalled
Negative 2.33, 1.91, 5.25,
Slime 2.08, 6.504 7.40,
Mixed 3.73, 4.10, 10.55,
Nenslime 4.45, 2.36, 8.91,,
Positive 6.00, 5.80, 5.30,

dr 4, 51 4. 51 4, 49°

F 37.31 25.29 13.97

P <.001 <.001 <.001

Note. Within columns, means not sharing subscripts are significantly

different at p < .05,
" Two participants did not provide any recall data.

positive condition. This may be explained by the fact that half
of the likeable behaviors in this condition were enacted toward
superiors. (Note that this result does not imply a slime effect,
because likeability ratings were favorable in this condition.) The
slime rating in the nonslime condition was as low as in the
negative condition, indicating that likeable behavior toward sub-
ordinates was not perceived as slimy.

Free recall. The third column in Table 1 presents partici-
pants’ recall rates. These were computed by counting for each
participant the total number of items recalled accurately, ac-
cording to a gist-of-meaning criterion (cf. Srull, 1981). Items
were coded as accurately recalled when the behavior itself was
reproduced, even if the participant did not mention the target
toward whom the behavior was performed or mentioned the
wrong target. This decision was made because students in the
positive and negative conditions often did not mention the targets
of the behaviors or confused the targets with each other (in
agreement with the assumption that they did not pay attention
to the targets because they were not engaging in inconsistency
resolution). Thus, if only recalled items with the correct target
person had been coded as accurate, this would have inflated the
difference between consistent and inconsistent conditions.

The data in Table 1 show that recall rates were highest in the
mixed condition, in which the items presented were clearly
inconsistent with each other. Recall was lower in the nonslime
condition, but this difference was nonsignificant. As predicted,
recall in the slime condition was significantly lower than in the
mixed condition. Recall rates were lowest in the positive and
negative conditions. These data suggest that students in the slime

condition did not engage in the sort of elaborate processing that .

usually occurs when behaviors are inconsistent. Apparently, the

ses of covariance in the latter two conditions (in which the correlations
were similar) showed that the difference in likeability judgments per-
sisted when slime judgments were accounted for, F(1, 20) = 10.12, p
< 003, and vice versa, F(1, 20) = 11.03, p < .005, suggesting that the
reported effects on likeability and on sliminess emerged independently of
each other.

two distinct categories of persons toward whom the likeable and
dislikeable behaviors were enacted allowed students to quickly
explain the variation in the actor’s behavior

Altogether, these results demonstrate that perceivers take into
account the target of a behavior when making inferences about
the actor. When likeable behavior is enacted only toward superi-
ors, it is perceived as utterly uninformative. This seems to imply
that a situational correction is made (e.g., Gilbert & Malone,
1995). By considering the relative power of those toward whom
the likeable behavior is performed, the perceiver does not fall
prey to the correspondence bias. At this point, however, it is not
yet clear whether this correction only occurs when perceivers
encounter an inconsistency, which draws their attention to other
features of the behavioral field, or whether perceivers are gener-
ally attentive to the status of the targets of a behavior. This issue
will be addressed in Experiment 3.

An important gquestion is which factors precisely are responsi-
ble for the slime effect. It was previously mentioned that slime
behavior is more likely to be recognized when the target of the
behavior can affect the outcomes of the actor, either immediately
or in the long run (Jones, 1964, 1990). Although it is likely that
the labels used here to refer to superiors are associated with
such power (and the subordinate labels with the lack of it},
these labels are contaminated with many other connotations
such as mere social status, frequency of occurrence (most orga-
nizations have a pyramid shape with few employees in high
management positions), gender (labels such as secretary and
typist are more likely to trigger an image of a woman than the
labels used to denote superiors), and any idiosyncratic features
of each label used.

Thus, it remains to be demonstrated that the slime effect is
a direct result of perceived differences in the power of the actor
and the behavioral targets. Experiment 2 was conducted to pro-
vide this demonstration. In this experiment, the dependence rela-
tionship between the actor and two categories of target persons
was manipulated directly.

Experiment 2: Does the Slime Effect
Depend on Dependence?

If we take a closer look at the dependence relationship be-
tween the actor in Experiment 1 and his superiors and subordi-
nates, it may be noted that the differences in these relationships
consist of two components. First, students presumably inferred
that the actor was dependent on his superiors, whereas he was
not dependent on his subordinates, Second, students may also
have assumed that the actor’s superiors were not dependent
on him, whereas his subordinates were. In the asymmetrical
dependence relationship between leaders and subordinates, these
two components are confounded: Subordinates depend on their
superiors, who do not depend on them, or at least not to the same
extent. But many relations in everyday life are characterized by
symmetrical dependence, and it is conceivable that ingratiating
behavior in this case is judged more mildly, if only because the
target may benefit from it just as much as the actor. In Experi-
ment 2, the dependence of the actor and the dependence of the
targets were manipulated orthogonally. These two variables will
be referred to as dependence (the actor’s dependence upon the
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targets) and power (the targets’ dependence on the actor, i.e.,
his power over them).

Three hypotheses can be formulated. First, if ingratiation is
judged more mildly in conditions of symmetrical dependence,
a Power X Dependence interaction should emerge.

Second, in Jones’s (1964, 1990) analysis, the goal of making
others behave in ways that one desires is tantamount to any
self-presentational behavior. Jones also assumed that person per-
ceivers are aware that others tend to engage in self-presentation
when they depend on someone for desired outcomes. Thus, when
an actor is likeable toward people he depends on, perceivers
shonld take into account that the actor may be engaging in
ingratiation. On the other hand, when an actor does not depend
on a target in any way, no self-presentational motive can be
inferred, and a correspond inference will be made, It follows
from Jones's analysis that an actor’s dependence on a target
(ie., the need to make the target behave in desired ways) is the
crucial variable in the slime effect. Thus, it was predicted that
dependence would produce a main effect on slime judgments
(because likeable behavior toward targets one depends on is
seen as slimy } as well as likeability judgments (because behav-
ior toward targets one does not depend on is seen as informative
about the actor’s true personality ).

Third, it is possible that an actor’s power over the target
contributes to the slime effect as well, and especially to the
negative likeability judgments. Dislikeable behavior may be
judged more harshly when it is enacted toward those who depend
on the actor, because they are not in a position to retaliate or
stand up for themselves. Such behavior is likely to be perceived
as authoritative, and a person conducting it is probably seen as
a bully. This would result in a main effect of power on likeability
judgments, such that these judgments are more negative when
the actor is dislikeable toward those who depend on him, com-
pared with both a reversed condition and with a control condi-
tion in which no information is given on the actor’s power.

Method

Participants and design. The experiment was conducted by means
of a computer in individual cubicles. Participants were 74 students (52
women, 22 men) from different levels and different departments (mean
age 22.8). They were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 3 {depen-
dence of the actor on target group A, on target group B, control condi-
tion) X 3 (power of the actor over target group A, over target group B,
control) factorial design.

Cover story and manipulations. In this experiment, the actor, Paul,
was described as a registered accountant who had recently set up his
own accountancy firm. Al students were told that an accountant can be
hired by an organization for two reasons. First, the government requires
that a registered accountant yearly examines the financial records of all
large organizations and provides a statement of approval of their annual
report. If the accountant has a reason to withhold this approval, this has
several consequences for the crganization, such as a bad reputation and
extra work for many employees in various departments. Second, an
accountant can be hired to give advice, for instance, on improving the
efficiency of the administrative organization. In this case, the organiza-
tion is free to decide whether the accountant's advice will be
implemented.

Students were told that Paul had recently had an assignment from
two different advertizing agencies, called Target and Unique. He had,
thus, spent several weeks in both crganizations. Students were going to

read descriptions of Paul’s behavior during his contacts with the people
in each of these agencies. Before these descriptions were presented,
students were given additional information about the similarities and
differences between the two agencies and the two assignments. They
were told that both assignments were the same in the amount of work
Paul had to do and in his earnings because he received a standard fee.
Further, the agencies were similar in the number of people they employed,
in profits and turnover, and in type of work.

In one dependence condition, students were told that Paul was plan-
ning to establish his cwn accountancy firm in the same area where Target
was located and that it was his goal to focus on the market in this
area. Thus, it was important to him to establish good relations with the
employees of Target because this would increase his chances of getting
more assignments from Target in the future. If Target would not hire
him again, his plans for the future would be thwarted. The assignment
from Unique, on the other hand, was less important to him: If his plan
succeeded, he would have more clients in his own area next year, and
he would give up Unique as a client. Thus, Paul did not feel dependent
on Unique. In a second condition, the story was the same, but the
labels Unique and Target were switched. In the control condition, no
information was given about Paul’s dependence on the agencies.

Orthogonal to this manipulation, the actor’s power over the two agen-
cies was varied. In one condition, students were told that the employees
of Target did not feel dependent on Paul: They had already received an
accountants’ approval of their annual report for the running year and
they had hired Paul only for advisory work; for most of them, Paul's
advice would not have any consequences. The Unique agency, on the
other hand, had hired Paul to provide the required statement of approval.
Te emphasize Paul’s power over the employees of Unique, it was added
that most of them were anxious about his judgment because his disap-
proval would strongly affect their work and that they, thus, felt dependent
on him. Students were also told that Paul was aware of how important
his conclusions were for the people in this agency. In the second power
condition, the labels Target and Unigue were switched. In the control
condition for power, no information was given about the agencies’ depen-
dence on Paul.

Before the behavior descriptions were presented, the information was
summarized. In the asymmetric-dependence conditions (power over
Unique + dependence on Target, and power over Target + dependence
on Unique), it was recapitulated that Paul felt dependent on the employ-
ecs of Target (Unique), but they did not feel dependent on him. Re-
versely, the employees of Unique (Target) did depend on Paul, but he
did not depend on them. In the symmetric conditions (power over Target
+ dependence on Target, and power over Unique + dependence on
Unique), the summary indicated that the actor and the people at cne
agency were mutually dependent and the actor and the other agency were
mutually independent.

Behaviors and dependent variables. The behavior descriptions were
nine likeable, nine dislikeable, and two neutral items from Experiment
1 (two likeability-related items, Taking over a task from someone who
is busy and Turning over a difficult assignment to Someone else, were
dropped because they were less applicable in this setting). The superior
and subordinate labels were all replaced by an employee at Target
( Unique ) or someone in the Target ( Unigue ) office. In all conditions, the
likeable behaviors were enacted toward Target people and the dislikeable
behaviors toward Unique people. Because presentation order did not
affect the results in Experiment 1, one order was used. The serial posi-
tions of the items were rearranged.

After reading the descriptions, students were asked to judge Paul’s
likeability, followed by a series of adjective trait scales including slimy.
Two manipulation checks for dependence were administered: Students
indicated on a 5-point scale (a) whether Paul felt dependent on the
employees at Target, and {(b) whether Paul felt dependent on the employ-
ees at Unique. Similarly, to check for the power manipulation, students



854 VONK

were asked (a) whether the employees at Target felt dependent upon
Paul, and (b) whether the employees at Unique felt dependent on Paul.
Finally, students gave their impression of the employees in each of the
agencies (1 = negative, 7 = positive).

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks. A multivariate analysis of variance
(MANQOVA), with participamts’ ratings of the actor’s depen-
dence on Target versus Unique (1 = not ar all, 5 = highly
dependent) as the within-subjects variable agency, and power
and dependence as between-subjects variables, yielded a sub-
stantial Dependence X Agency interaction, F(2, 63) = 55.94,
p < .001. The actor’s dependence on Target was rated higher
(M = 4.96) than on Unique (M = 1.16) when he had been
described as dependent on Target; reversely, his dependence on
Target was perceived as lower (M = 2.52) than on Unique
(M = 3.40} in the other experimental condition, although this
difference was smaller. Presumably, the manipulation was less
successful in the condition where the actor depended on Unique
because his behavior toward Target was likeable and his behav-
ior toward Unique was not. Thus, students in this condition may
have inferred that the actor must have been somewhat dependent
on Target, and could not be all that dependent on Unique. This
effect of the actor’s behavior is also illustrated by the depen-
dence ratings in the control condition, which were higher for
Target (M = 3.92) than for Unique (M = 1.46). As aresult, a
main effect of agency, F(1, 65) = 96,94, p < .001, indicated
that, overall, the actor’s dependence on Target was perceived as
higher than on Unique (M = 3.80 vs. 2.01). In part, these results
are unfortunate because, ideally, manipulation checks are not
affected by anything other than the manipulated variable. At the
same time, they are theoretically interesting because they testify
to perceivers’ beliefs about the effects of dependence on behay-
ior: When an actor behaves likeably toward one group of targets
and dislikeably toward another group, perceivers tend to infer
higher dependence of the actor on the former group.

A MANOVA with ratings of the actor’'s power over Target
versus Unique produced a Power X Agency interaction, F(2,
65) = 72.94, p < .001. The dependence of Target on the actor
was rated as higher (M = 3.96) than that of Unigue (M = 1.80)
when Target had been described as dependent; reversely, the
perceived dependence of Unique was higher (M = 4.44) than
that of Target (M = 1.80) in the other experimental condition.
In the control condition, the ratings were in between and did
not differ significantly (M = 2.87 for Target, M = 2.62 for
Unique ). No other effects emerged.

Likeability and slime judgments. A 3 (dependence) X 3
(power) analysis of variance (ANGVA ) on the likeability judg-
ments yielded a main effect of dependence, F(2, 65) = 5.03,
p < .01: The actor was judged as significantly less likeable
when he depended on Target (M = 2.32, SD = 1.07) than when
he depended on Unique (M = 3.24, $D = 1.16) or when no
dependence information was given (M = 3.37, SD = 1.44).
This effect occurred regardless of power (main effect and inter-
action, F <t 1). For the slime judgment, a main effect of depen-
dence, F(2, 65) = 24,54, p < .00, reflected higher ratings
when the actor depended on Target (M = 6.24, §D = 1.13) than
in the other two conditions (M = 3.44, SD = 1.83 and M =

3.87, 8D = 1.65). The main effect of power (F = 1.38) and
the interaction (F < 1) were nonsignificant.?

These results demonstrate that the slime effect abtained in
Experiment 1 cannot be explained by particular features of supe-
riors and subordinates but should, instead, be attributed to differ-
ences in dependence between the actor and the target persons.
Specifically, the data indicate that the crucial variable is the
actor’s dependence on a target. When an actor performs likeable
behaviors toward those he depends on and dislikeable behaviors
toward those he does not depend on, he is judged as more
dislikeable and more slimy, regardless of his own power over the
target persons. Thus, person perceivers appear to share Jones’s
(1964, 1990) view on the crucial role of dependence in self-
presentational behavior.

It might be added that none of the other trait judgments as-
sessed in this study were affected by the power manipulation
either, whereas they were affected by dependence: The actor
who depended on Target was judged as more manipulative, hos-
tile, and calculating, and as less sincere, impulsive, and stupid.
This latter result is interesting because it qualifies participants’
overwhelmingly negative judgments of the brownnoser:
Whereas they dislike him on the assumption that his likeable
behavior is entirely the product of ingratiation, they are aware
of the rationality of this behavior.

Experiment 3: From Suspicion to the Slime Effect

‘We have established that the actor’s dependence is a necessary
and sufficient condition for the emergence of the slime effect.
The next question is whether it is also necessary that perceivers
observe both the actor’s likeable behaviors toward those he
depends on and his dislikeable behaviors toward those he does
not depend on. This question is important for both ecological
and theoretical reasons. On the ecological side, it is clear that
person perceivers in everyday life do not always have all the
information that was given to participants in Experiments 1
and 2. They may know how a person treats superiors, but not
subordinates, or vice versa.

On the theoretical side, the question can be raised how per-
ceivers” apparent attention to the power of behavioral targets
fits with the correspondence bias, according to which perceivers
underestimate situational cues such as target characteristics. In
part, this bias occurs because perceivers are less attentive to the
situation than to the actor’s behavior, and because their knowl-
edge of the effects of a situation on behavior is insufficient or
incorrect (Gilbert & Malone, 1995). But even if the situation and
its behavioral effects are known, correction may fail because it
is a relatively effortful stage of the attribution process; it occurs
only after completion of the less thoughtful stages of trait identi-

* The correlations between likeability and slime judgments were nega-
tive in all conditions (» = —.49). As in Experiment 1, analyses of
covariance indicated that the dependence effect on likeability persisted
when slime ratings were accounted for, F(2, 64) = 3.45, p < 04, and
vice versa, F(2, 64) = 17.34, p < .001. Farther, correction for partici-
pants’ evaluative impression of the two agencies did not alter the effects
of dependence on likeability, F(2, 63) = 3.55, p < .04, or sliminess,
F(2,63) = 1846, p < 001
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fication and ascription, and it may not occur at all when cognitive
resources are scarce (e.g., Gilbert, Pelham, & Krull, 1988),

As noted earlier, situational correction is more likely when the
perceiver encounters an inconsistency in a person’s behaviors, as
in the present studies: The perceiver examines if the inconsis-
tency can be explained by situaticnal cues, and engages in a
thoughtful attributional analysis that defeats the correspondence
bias (for a review, see Vonk, 1994). But it is possible that
situational correction is generally more likely in cases of socially
desirable behavior: Assuming that perceivers are quite aware
that such behavior can result from ingratiation motives (Jones &
Davis, 1965), they may routinely consider the setting in which
it is conducted, because they need to take into account whether
self-presentational motives are relevant in the behavioral setting
('Vonk, in press). Indeed, the correspondence bias is weaker for
socially desirable than for socially undesirable behavior
(Reeder & Spores, 1983; Vonk & Van Knippenberg, 1994).
Thus, when observing likeable behavior, perceivers may habitu-
ally attend to situational cues that point to the possibility of
ingratiation. As noted by Fein ( 1996), person perceivers have a
chronic interest in avoiding being duped by others. As a result,
situational cues indicating the possibility of ingratiation may
disrupt the automaticity of the trait inference process: The per-
ceiver hesitates in taking the behavior at face value and, instead,
engages in a more deliberate and thoughtful analysis of the
information available (Fein, 1996),

A first implication of this argument was examined in Experi-
ment 3. It is possible that the observation of likeable behavior
toward superiors is a sufficient condition for perceivers to be-
come aware that the actor may be engaging in ingratiation. In
terms of Fein (1996) and his colleagues ( Fein, Hilton, & Miller,
1990; Hilton, Fein, & Miller, 1993), perceivers may become
suspicions of ulterior motivation: When an actor voluntarily
engages in behavior that is situationally encouraged (such as
flattery toward a more powerful person), the behavior is per-
ceived as ambiguous because the perceiver is uncertain whether
the behavior is genuine or is driven by ulterior motives. Conse-
quently, judgments of the actor are moderate until the perceiver
receives further information that disambiguates the meaning of
the behavior.

Self-presentational behavior, such as ingratiation, is precisely
the sort of behavior that qualifies as ambiguous, according to
Fein et al’s (1990) analysis: It presents the perceiver with the
problem of deciding whether the actor is genuine, in which case
a correspondent inference can be made, or is trying to accom-
plish an ulterior goal, in which case the inference should be
corrected. Thus, in Experiment 1, the actor’s likeable behaviors
toward superiors may have induced a state of suspicion of ulte-
rior motivation. I this is true, the additional dislikeable behav-
iors toward subordinates in the slime condition should have
served as disambiguating information, confirming participants’
suspicion. Note that in the positive condition of Experiment 1,
participants may have been equally suspicious of the likeable
behaviors toward superiors, but in this case, their suspicion was
not confirmed because the actor was likeable toward subordi-
nates as well.

The question arises as to how many dislikeable behaviors
toward subordinates it takes for the slime effect to emerge,
Assuming that likeable behavior toward superiors produces a

state of suspicion, perceivers may be highly alert to any informa-
tion that disambiguates the meaning of such behavior. Thus, the
slightest indication that the actor behaves differently toward
subordinates may be sufficient for their judgment to shift dra-
matically toward the negative end of the likeability scale and
toward the slimy end of the slime scale. Alternatively, it is possi-
ble that the process from suspicion to the slime effect evolves
gradually: From the moderate judgments of the suspicious per-
ceiver, judgments may hecome more negative as more disambig-
vating information is encountered. These possibilities are exam-
ined in Experiment 3, by varying the number of dislikeable
behaviors toward subordinates.

The experiment involved five conditions. In the suspicion
condition, participants received only likeable behaviors toward
superiors. In three other conditions, these behaviors were sup-
plemented with either one, two, or four dislikeable behaviors
toward subordinates, Thus, across these four conditions, the
number of dislikeable behaviors was progressively increased
from zero to four. In a fifth condition, participants were pre-
sented with the same set of behaviors as in the suspicion condi-
tion, but these were enacted toward persons whose position was
not clearly superior or suberdinate with respect to the actor.
This control condition was included to establish the hypothe-
sized state of suspicion in the first condition: It was predicted
that judgments in the control condition would be unambiguously
favorable because the behaviors would be taken at face value;
in the suspicion condition, on the other hand, judgments would
be more moderate as a result of the perceived ambiguity of the
likeable behaviors.

Regarding the other three experimental conditions, it was
hypothesized that judgments in these conditions would be more
negative than in the suspicion condition, as a result of the disam-
biguating dislikeable behaviors. Specifically, participants in
these conditions should be more confident that the actor is dis-
likeable and slimy, and this should be manifested by more ex-
treme judgments compared with the suspicion condition. As
noted, this difference could be reflected either by a discrete shift
with one, two, or four dislikeable items, or by a gradual linear
pattern across the four experimental conditions.

Method

The procedure, introduction, dependent variables, and manipulation
check for behavior were the same as in Experiment 1. Seventy-four
students (38 male and 36 female undergraduates from different depart-
ments) read 14 behavior descriptions of Paul. In ali conditions, 10 of
these were the likeable descriptions presented in Experiment 1. In the
control condition, the targets of all 10 likeable behaviors were described
in the same way as in the pretest (¢.g.. a colleague, someone). In the
four experimental conditions, all likeable behaviors were enacted toward
superiors, just as in the slime condition of Experiment 1. The additional
descriptions consisted of either four neutral items (suspicion and control
condition), one dislikeable and three neutral itemns, two dislikeable and
two neutral items, or four dislikeable items. Each of the dislikeable
behaviors were enacted toward a subordinate. These descriptions were
extracted from Experiment 1, such that the evaluative ratings of the four
behaviors were similar to each other. The neutral descriptions did not
contain any references to subordinates or superiors.

In all conditions, the series started with three likeable items and ended
with one likeable item. The rest of the series consisted of a repeated
alternation of one neutral or dislikeable behavior (depending on condi-
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tion) and two likeable behaviors. Thus, in the suspicion and the control
conditions, the neutral items were presented at the 4th, 7th, 10th, and
13th serial position. In the condition with four dislikeable behaviors,
these neutral items were replaced by dislikeable items. In the other two
conditions, the serial position of the one or two dislikeable items was
varied by three different permutations; with a dislikeable item occurring
either at the 4th (and 7th) position, at the 7th (and 10th) position, or
at the 10th (and 13th) position. Although this could theoretically make
a difference because the assumed state of suspicion is prolonged across
these conditions, trend analyses did not reveal any effects of serial
position.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation check. In the conditions where two or four
dislikeable items were presented, all participants indicated that
the actor behaved differently toward subordinates than toward
superiors. In the condition with one dislikeable item, only one
participant responded incorrectly that the actor’s behavior var-
ied across strangers and familiar people. Generaily, then, partici-
pants required very little dislikeable information to identify the
superior—subordinate distinction.

In the control condition, all participants except one, who
endorsed the familiar—stranger distinction, responded correctly
that the actor behaved in the same way toward everyone. In the
suspicion condition, on the other hand, less than half of the
participants selected this response: The majority (10 out of 15)
responded that the actor’s behavior varied across subordinates
and superiors. Thus, even though these participants did not re-
ceive any information about the actor’s behavior toward subor-
dinates, they assnmed this behavior would be different.

Likeability and slime judgments. Students’ judgments are
presented in the first and second columns of Table 2. In the
control condition (last row), the actor was perceived as signifi-
canily more likeable and less slimy than in the suspicion condi-
tion (first row: zero dislikeable behaviors). In the latter condi-

Table 2

Means and ¥ Tests for Likeability (I = Very Dislikeable, 7 =
Very Likeable), Sliminess (1 = Not at all, 7 = Highly), and
Reading Times (in Seconds, Across Seven Likeable Items)

in Experiment 3

No. of dislikeabile

behaviors toward Reading time likeable

suobordinates Likeable Slimy items
0 - 413, 6.07, 3.82,
1 1.40,, 6.27, 3.19,.
2 3.13,. 6.33, 3270
4 2.53, 6.40, 271,
Flinear eseci( 1, 36) 10.70** 1.02 7.73%*
qumcingﬁm‘(l, 56) <] <1 <1
Foubic citecrl 1, 56) <1 <1 1.37
Control condition 6.36, 3.29, 3.12,,
Fovreran(4, 69) 20.10%*% 18.36%+* 2.51%*

Note. Within columns, means not sharing subscripts are significantly
different at p < .05.
*p < 05 **p < 0L ***p < 001,

tion, the actor’s likeability was judged quite moderately, sug-
gesting that participants were uncertain whether- the likeable
behaviors toward superiors were sincere. The high rating on the
slime adjective, on the other hand, indicates that they were more
confident about this particular inference. Considered concur-
rently with the results from Experiment 1, this suggests that the
observation of a series of likeable behaviors toward superiors
is sufficient to evoke the inference that the actor is slimy, regard-
less of whether the actor’s behaviors toward subordinates are
likeable (as in the positive condition of Experiment 1), dislike-
able (as in the slime condition of Experiment 1}, or unknown
(as in the suspicion condition of the present experiment).

Because the slime ratings in the suspicion condition are guite
high to begin with, the predicted increase across the four experi-
mental conditions seems to be restrained by a ceiling effect.
The slime ratings do increase across the four conditions (up to
the level obtained in the slime condition of Experiment 1),
but the differences are quite small and nonsignificant. For the
likeability judgment, on the other hand, a significant linear effect
was obtained. Starting with the neutral judgment in the suspicion
condition, the likeability of the actor gradually decreases as
more dislikeable behaviors toward subordinates are encoun-
tered; in the condition with 4 dislikeable items, the judgment is
severely close to that obtained in the slime condition in Experi-
ment 1 (which contained 10 of these items).

Additional results: Reading times. Although no hypotheses
were formmlated about reading times, these were also registered
for each itern presented, as this assessment is entirely unobtru-
sive. For each student, the mean reading time was computed
across the last seven likeable items presented (reading times of
the first items were excluded; these tend to be unreliable because
participanis have to get used to the rhythm of reading and press-
ing the Return key ), after excluding nine incidental outliers due
to an apparent lapse of attention (for details of this procedure,
see Vonk & Van Knippenberg, 1995). Reading times were lon-
gest in the suspicion condition (see Table 2, column 3), corrobo-
rating the assumed state of suspicion and the concurrent sophis-
ticated processing in this condition. The shortest reading times
were found in the condition with four dislikeable behaviors
toward subordinates. [n the other three conditions, reading times
were in between.*

For the three experimental conditions in which dislikeable
information was presented, the mean reading time across the
seven likeable items was compared with the reading time of the
one dislikeable item that was presented in all three of these
conditions. A main effect of this within-subjects variable, F(1,
40) = 31.73, p < 001, indicated longer reading times for the
dislikeable item than for the likeable items (M = 4.03 s vs.
3.02 s}, regardless of condition (interaction F < 1). Similarly,

* Detatled between-subjects and within-subjects trend analyses, in
which the likeable items were grouped into different blocks depending
on their serial position, did not produce any significant effects. Possibly,
this is the result of two competing tendencies: On the one hand, one
might expect the likeable items 1 be studied shorter as more dislikeable
items are encountered because these make the likeable items less infor-
mative; on the other hand, the alternation of likeable and dislikeable items
should encourage participants to remain attentive, whereas attention may
decline gradually when no dislikeable items are encountered.
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in the condition where four dislikeable items were presented,
the mean reading time across these four items was also longer
than of the likeable items (M = 3.50 vs. 2.71), F(1, 14) =
15.00, p < .005. -

The present results suggest that the observation of likeable
behavior toward superiors evokes a state of suspicion, which
is reflected in a relatively long elaboration on the available
information and, eventually—when no disambiguating behav-
iors are encountered—in moderate likeability judgments. In
agreement with Fein et al’s (1990) account of suspicion of
ulterior motivation, perceivers in this state appear to be highly
attentive to any information that confirms their skepticism: Such
information attracts their attention and strongly affects their
likeability judgments. Regarding the process from suspicion to
dislike, the present data show that this process evolves gradually.
As more disambiguating information is received, suspicion
gradually turns into confidence that the likeable behaviors are
not genuine. The observation of four disambiguating behaviors
was sufficient for the slime effect to emerge to its full extent.
This progressive linear pattern may be explained in terms of
Kelley’s (1973) distinctiveness and consistency dimensions:
Upon the observation of one dislikeable behavior toward a sub-
ordinate, one cannot be entirely certain that the actor is dislike-
able, because the behavior could be related to this particular
subordinate or this particular occasion. As the number of dislike-
able behaviors and the number of different subordinate targets
increases, the perceiver learns that the dislikeable behavior is
consistently enacted toward multiple subordinates.

The results of this study further demonstrate that perceivers do
pay attention to situational cues, even when they are not resolving
an inconsistency. Participants in the suspicion condition did not
receive one single negative description of the actor, yet their
judgments were quite moderate. In agreement with Fein’s (1996)
analysis, the long reading times of these participants suggested
that they were carefully locking for clues that might shed light
on the authenticity of the actor’s behaviors. In this condition, the
power of the target was not considered in order to resolve an
inconsistency, but instead, to determine the evaluative meaning
of the behaviors, that is, to resolve the attributional ambiguity
that is inherent to socially desirable behavior (Jones & Davis,
1963; Reeder & Brewer, 1979; Vonk, in press). Participants who
received multiple disambiguating behaviors, on the other hand,
had little trouble arriving at their conclusions: Their reading times
were shorter than in any of the other conditions. Clearly, the
inconsistent dislikeable behaviors were not a problem for these
participants; instead, they were the solution to a problem.

Finally, the present data provide a more detailed account of
the slime effect. As noted earlier, this effect consists of two
components: (a) a high slime rating and (b) a low likeability
rating. The results of Experiment 3 demonstrate that the observa-
tion of likeable behaviors toward superiors ( * ‘licking upward’)
is sufficient for the first component: These behaviors lead parti-
cipants to perceive the actor as slimy, regardless of other behav-
iors. The observation of dislikeable behavior toward subordi-
nates (‘ ‘kicking downward’’) is necessary for the second com-
ponent, however few of these behaviors it takes.

Experiment 4: The Illusory Slime Effect

It has been noted earlier that perceivers may have an accessi-
ble social schema for brownnosers and for the behavioral pattern

of *‘licking up—kicking down.”” Such a schema would be useful
in quickly identifying the type of behavior that may be driven
by the ulterier motive of ingratiation. The resuits of Experiment
3 suggest that a target’s hierarchical position is an important
component of such a schema, and is used by person perceivers to
determine whether likeable behavior is suspect. Put differently, it
is possible that a slime schema is activated when perceivers
observe a person who is likeable toward more powerful targets.

This could account for an unexpected finding on the manipu-
lation check of Experiment 3: Two-thirds of the participants
who read only likeable behaviors toward superiors (suspicion
condition) responded that the actor behaved differently toward
subordinates, even though they did not have any information
about this. Possibly, the behavior of “‘licking upward’” is suffi-
cient to activate a slime. schema—a schema which then goes
beyond the information given, by the assumption that the actor
may be someone who ‘‘kicks downward’” as well. Thus, a
person who is likeable toward superiors may, at least tentatively,
be categorized as the type of person who licks upward and
kicks downward. As a result, perceivers may erroneously form
a link between the person and the **kicking downward’’ compo-
nent of this category.

Similarly, it is conceivable that the activation of a slime
schema produces the impression that there is a covariation be-
tween the actor's behavior and the power of the target, even
when in fact there is none. To examine this possibility, the illu-
sory correlation paradigm was used. Traditionally, this paradigm
has been applied in research on stereotypes to demonstrate that
the cooccurrence of infrequent, distinctive stimuli (such as nega-
tive behavior enacted by minority group members) can produce
an illusory correlation between behavior and group membership
(the paired-distinctiveness effect; e.g., Hamilton & Gifford,
1976). In these studies, participants read a series of behaviors
by multiple actors from two different groups. In Experiment 4,
this paradigm was used to study the perceived association be-
tween behavior (likeable, dislikeable ) and group membership of
the behavioral targets (subordinates, superiors). Thus, differing
from previous illusory correlation studies, there was one single
actor, but multiple targets.

In all conditions, 18 behaviors were presented, the majority
of which were positive (12 positive, 6 negative). In one condi-
tion, 12 behaviors (8 positive, 4 negative) were enacted toward
superiors and 6 behaviors (4 positive, 2 negative ) toward subor-
dinates. In another condition, this was reversed in terms of sub-
ordinates receiving more positive than negative behaviors. Be-
fore specifying the central hypothesis, it should be noted that
in this particular study, the emergence of an illusory correlation
(between behavior and target category) was rather uncertain
because there are many differences with the traditional paradigm
in which the effect has been established. First, the stimulus
consists of one single person rather than muitiple group mem-
bers or individuals. Second, the total number of items presented
is much smaller than in the typical illusory correlation study,
so that the memory load which contributes to the effect (e.g.,
Mullen & Johnson, 1990) is lower. And third, participants are
instructed to form an impression of the actor, an instruction
that attenuates the illusory correlation effect (e.g., McConnell,
Sherman, & Hamilton, 1994).

One condition of this experiment, however, contains an ingre-
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dient that would seem to provoke an illusory correlation be-
tween the actor’s behavior and the behavioral targets: When the
behaviors toward subordinates are a minority, the actor’s nega-
tive behaviors share their infrequency with subordinate targets.
In this case, the paired-distinctiveness effect would produce
the impression that the actor’s dislikeable behaviors are more
frequently enacted toward subordinates, and that his likeable
behaviors are more frequently associated with superiors. This
association converges with the assumed slime schema, which
could bolster an illusory correlation in the same way that stereo-
typic expectancies enhance the illusory correlation effect (cf.
McArthur & Friedman, 1980). In the second condition, on the
other hand, the effect seems less likely becanse it would produce
the impression that the actor’s likeable behavior is more often
enacted toward subordinates and his dislikeable behavior more
often toward superiors. Presumably, this kind of association is
unlikely to be perceived erroneously because it does not fit into
a readily available cognitive category.

Thus, given that negative behaviors are more infrequent than
positive ones, it was predicted that the illusory correlation would
be stronger in the condition where subordinate targets occur
more infrequently than superior targets because of the combined
result of paired-distinctiveness and schema-based expectancies
(i.e., distinctiveness-based and schema-based illusory correla-
tion). Specifically, participants in this condition should (a) over-
estimate the occurrence of negative behaviors toward subordi-
nates and (b) infer more strongly that the actor behaves differ-
ently (i.e., more likeably) toward superiors than toward
subordinates. As a consequence, the slime effect was expected
to emerge in this condition; that is, the actor was expected
to be judged as more dislikeable and slimy than in the other
condition.

Method

Participants were 38 high school students in the 11th and 12th grades
(16 boys, 22 girls; mean age 17.5). They were given the same back-
ground information and instructions as in Experiments 1 and 3. Differing
from these experiments, the presentation time of each behavior descrip-
tion was fixed at 4 s, with 0.5 s in between each description.

The descriptions consisted of 12 likeable and 6 dislikeable items. The
6 dislikeable items were extracted from the 10 items used in the other
studies. The 12 likeable items consisted of the 10 items from the other
studies and 2 additional itemns selected from the behavior pretest. Also,
two additional labels were introduced for superiors and subordinates
(supervisor, executive and junior employee, clerk) because one condi-
tion required 12 superior labels and the other condition required 12
subordinate labels. In both conditions, the behaviors comprised four
sets: (a) eight positive behaviors toward majority targets (superiors or
subordinates, depending on condition), (b) four positive behaviors to-
ward minority targets, {c) four negative behaviors toward majority tar-
gets, and (d) two negative behaviors toward minority targets. The behav-
iors were distributed across these sets in such a way that behavioral
extremity in each set was the same,

For each participant, the presentation order of the items was deter-
mined randomly. After reading the descriptions, participants judged the
actor on likeability and on 10 traits, including slimy. Subsequently, they
were asked whether the actor behaved differently toward superiors and
subordinates {1 = not at all, 7 = very much so) and whether he was
more likeable toward one of these groups (1 = much more likeable
toward superiors, T = much more likeable toward subordinates, 4 =

no difference). Finally, participants were reminded that they had read
18 descriptions and were asked to estimate the frequency of likeable
behaviors toward superiors, likeable behaviors toward subordinates, dis-
likeable behaviors toward superiors, and dislikeable behaviors toward
subordinates. They were told that their estimates did not need to add
up to 18 and that for each estimate, they could choose a number from
Dto 18,

Results and Discussion

Participants’ estimates of the frequency of behaviors in each
of the four sets are presented in rows 1 through 4 of Table 3,
along with the actual frequencies of behaviors in each set. In
both conditions, students underestimated the frequency of posi-
tive behaviors toward the majority targets, and overestimated
the frequency of negative behaviors toward minority targets.
The latter effect, which reflects a paired-distinctiveness effect,
was larger when subordinate targets were the minority than
when supertors were the minority (M = 4.81 vs. 3.00; p <
.001), whereas estimates for the other three sets did not differ
between conditions; Behavior X Target X Condition, F(1, 36}
= 15.88, p < .001. From the frequency estimates, a phi coeffi-
cient was computed for each student, reflecting the perceived
correlation between behavior and target category (Table 3, row
5). As predicted, this coefficient differed significantly from zero

. when subordinates were the minority (.17; f[20] = 4.62, p <

001), whereas it was nonsignificant in the other condition

(—.04; 16] = 1.50). Further, the conditions differed signifi-

cantly from each other, F(1, 36) = 19.36, p < .001.
Participants’ judgments of whether the actor behaved differ-

Table 3

Frequency Estimates and Phi Coefficients of Behaviors
Presented (Rows 1-5), Judgments of Differences in the
Actor’s Behavior Toward Superiors and Subordinates
{Rows 6-7), and Judgments on Likeability and
Sliminess (Rows 8—9) in Experiment 4

Superiors majority—  Superiors minority—

Dependent variable  subordinates minority subordinates majority

Positive items toward

majority targets (8) 6.52* 6.06*
Positive items toward

minority targets (4) 4.33 5.41%*
Negative items toward

majority targets (4) 333 394
Negative items toward

minority targets (2) 4. 81w 3.00%*
Phi-coefficient target-

behavior 173 —.044
Differential behavior

(1 = no, 7 = highly) 471 241
More likeable toward

superiors (1)

subordinates (7) 3.09 4.00
Likeable 3.62 5.06
Slimy 524 3.06

Note. Pairwise t tests (two-tailed) of participants’ frequency estimates
with the actoal frequency of behaviors presented in parentheses.
*p< 05 *p< 0l **p < 001



SUSPICION AND DISLIKE 859

ently toward superiors and subordinates are presented in rows
6 and 7 of Table 3. As predicted, when subordinate targets were
the minority, students rated the actor’s behavior as more variable
across subordinates and superiors, F(1, 36) = 19.40, p < .001,
and as more likeable toward superiors, F(1, 36) = 12.69, p =
.001. In summary, the behavior series in which the subordinate
targets were the minority induced an illusory correlation, such
that the perceived association between the actor’s behavior and
the target category was in agreement with the presumed slime
schema, even though there was in fact no such association.

This illusory correlation was also reflected in the likeability
and slime judgments (Table 3, rows 8 and 9). When subordinate
targets were the minority, the actor was judged as more dislike-
able, F(1, 36) = 13.01, p = .001, and more slimy, F(1, 36) =
}7.70, p < .001. In part, these effects were mediated by the
perceived association between behavior and target category:
When the phi coefficient was entered as a covarniate, the pre-
dicted means revealed smaller differences between conditions
(M = 3.88 vs. 4.80 for likeability), (1, 35) = 3.67, p < .07,
and (M = 4.75 vs. 3.55 for slimy), F(1, 35) = 4.16, p < .05.
Note that the effect for slimy remained significant, in agreement
with the conclusion from Experiment 3, that likeable behaviors
toward superiors are sufficient for a relatively high slime rating,
regardless of the actor’s other behaviors.

Generally, students’ ratings of the actor’s likeability and slimi-
ness were more moderate than in the slime conditions of Experi-
ments 1 and 3, suggesting some reservation. This is not surpris-
ing, considering that the information presented was as inconsis-
tent as in the mixed condition of Experiment 1, implying
complete orthogonality of behavior and target category. Never-
theless, in one condition, a moderate slime effect emerged
which, in this case, was not justified by the actor’s behavior. In
fact, the mean evaluative judgment of the actor was below the
scale midpoint, which is remarkable considering that two thirds
of the behaviors were likeable.

In summary, an illusory correlation only emerged when this
correlation was in accordance with expectancies about the typi-
cal brownnoser, suggesting that the behaviors activated a slime
schema.’ An additional contribution of this experiment is that
it testifies to the argument described previously that perceivers
often attempt to allocate likeable and dislikeable behaviors to
different domains or settings. As a result, it was argued earlier,
the psychological unit of the individual person is broken. In a
recent study, McConnell, Leibold, and Sherman (1997, Experi-
ment 2) demonstrated that, when the stimulus is a single person,
this segregation is a prerequisite for the emergence of an illusory
correlation: When participants were instructed to form an inte-
grative impression of the stimulus person, the effect did not
emerge. Presumably, this instruction impeded the segregation
process. Note that participants in the present study were in fact
instructed to form an impression of the actor. Nevertheless, in
one condition, the illusory correlation effect was obtained. There
is no other plausible explanation for this finding, other than the
assumption that the superior—subordinate segregation required
for this effect was encouraged by a preexisting schema that
readily lays out the distinction.

Experiment 5: Spontaneous Slime Inferences

Let us now recapitulate the evidence for the assumption that
person perceivers have an articulate slime schema. If such a

schema exists, it should have several effects. First, like other
schemas, it should fill the gaps in information that is missing,
so that the perceiver can go beyond the information given. As
noted earlier, the manipulation check in Experiment 3 provided
some suggestive evidence in this direction. Second, it should
make perceivers attentive to cues about the power of the target
of likeable behavior, even when these behaviors are encountered
in an entirely consistent context, so that there is no need for
thoughtful attributional analysis. This was demonstrated in Ex-
periment 3. Third, assuming that a slime schema contains the
knowledge that dependence can produce ingratiation, the effects
of such a schema should work two ways. On the ene hand,
perceivers infer sliminess from likeable behavior toward more
powerful persons; on the other hand, when a person is likeable
toward one group of people and dislikeable toward another
group, perceivers may infer that the person is more dependent
on the former. The dependence ratings in Experiment 2 sug-
gested that this was the case. Fourth, since existing stereotypes
bolster the illusory correlation, this effect should be stronger
when its direction converges with a slime schema. This was
demonstrated in Experiment 4. Finally, because schemas facili-
tate information processing, a slime schema should help per-
ceivers to quickly and spontaneously discern the prototypical
instance of this schema, that is, the behavioral pattern of licking
up-kicking down, even when processing capacity is restrained.

This latter implication was examined in Experiment 5, by
manipulating participants’ processing time. A slime schema
should lead participants to spontaneously recognize the licking
up-kicking down pattern, even when they do not have time to
elaborate. On the other hand, assuming that participants do not
have an accessible schema for the reversed behavioral pattern
{i.e., the nonslime condition of Experiment 1), this pattern may
be recognized only with longer exposure times because it re-
quires more extensive thought.

A 2 (processing time: short, long) X 2 (pattern: slime, non-
slime) design was used to test the hypothesis that participants
can spontaneously identify a ‘‘slimer”’ regardless of exposure
time, whereas a “‘nonslimer’” is only identified when processing
time is sufficient. The critical dependent variable consisted of
participants’ response times on the question of whether the actor
treats superiors and subordinates differently. The reason that
this particular question was used is that it should logically evoke
an affirmative response in both patlern conditions. Presurnably,
a short response time on this question implies that participants
already drew a conclusion about this issue before the question
was asked {cf. Smith & Miller, 1983). Thus, it was hypothesized
that response times would reveal a Pattern X Processing Time
interaction.

Method

Participants were 165 law and history undergraduates (100 women,
65 men, mean age 20.07). The procedure was the same as that used in

3 Note that it is not clear which mechanism precisely produced the
absence of an illusory correlation in the other condition. It is possible
that the pattern of behaviors in this condition did not activate any existing
schema, so that the paired-distinctiveness effect was not strengthened
by prior assaciations. Another possibility is that a slime schema was
activated and undercut the paired-distinctiveness effect because the two
had opposite implications.
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the other experiments.® The behaviors presented were similar to those
in the slime and nonslime conditions of Experiment 1, except that the
total number of behaviors was 16, and the covariation between behavior
and target status was not perfect: In all conditions, participants received
2 likeable behaviors toward superiors, 2 dislikeable behaviors toward
superiors, 2 likeable behaviors toward subordinates, and 2 dislikeable
behaviors toward subordinates. The 8 other behaviors depended on pat-
tern: In the slime condition, 4 likeable behaviors toward superiors and
4 dislikeable behaviors toward subordinates were presented. In the non-
slime condition, 4 likeable behaviors toward subordinates and 4 dislike-
able behaviors toward superiors were presented. Thus, altogether partici-
pants in the slime condition read 6 likeable behaviors toward superiors,
6 dislikeable behaviors toward subordinates (in agreement with the slime
schema), 2 likeable behaviors toward subordinates, and 2 dislikeable
behaviors toward superiors (deviating from the slime schema). In the
nonslime condition, the reverse applied. This imperfect covariation was
intraduced to make things a bit more complicated than the clear-cut
pattern presented in Experiment 1, so that students’ abilities in identi-
fying the slime pattern could really be put to the test. Presentation order
was randomized for each student. Crossed with the pattern variation,
the exposure time per item was varied: 3 s in the short condition and 5
s in the long condition.

After reading the behaviors, students were informed that several ques-
tions would be asked that should be answered with yes or no. They
were tald to respond as accurately and as quickly as possible. For this
purpose, two keys on the computer board had a sticker on them; a green
sticker with yes and a red sticker with #o. Students were instructed to
place their right forefinger on the yes key and their left forefinger on
the no key, and to keep their fingers there throughout the question series.
This way, they could immediately respond by simply pressing either
their right or their left finger. They were also told that if they accidentally
hit the wrong key, they should inform the experimenter of this afterward.

After students were given 3 s to place their fingers on the keys, the
questions were presented. The first questions served to help students get
used to the procedure, and were about general issues, such as Are you
right-handed?, Were the descriptions clear?, and Does Paul work ar
the middle management level? Subsequently, the critical question was
presented: Does Paul treat his superiors and subordinates differently?
Succeeding questions were about other traits, for example, Is Paul a
likeable person? and s Paul a slimy person? For each question, the
time was registered from presentation of the question to the student’s
keypress.

Afiter this series of yes—no questions, the same trait scales were pre-
sented as in the other studies, but these are not discussed here because
they produced the same results.

Results

Four participants’ data were discarded because they said they
had hit the wrong key on the critical question or a question
shortly before that (2 students), or because their response time
on the dependent variable was more than 3 $Ds above the grand
mean (2 students).

A 2 (processing time} X 2 (pattern ) ANOVA yielded a main
effect of pattern, F(1, 157) = 14.44, p < .001, qualified by the
predicted interaction, F(1, 157) = 4.30, p < .05. Response
times on the question of whether the actor behaved differently
toward superiors and subordinates were shorter in the slime than
in the nonslime condition (M = 3.48 vs. 4.38 s). This difference
was caused primarily by the short processing-time condition (M
= 3.35 vs.4.76, p < .001); in the long condition, the difference
was nonsignificant (M = 3.61 vs. 4.02).

Examination of students’ actual responses indicated that in

the slime condition, more students responded affirmatively (63
out of 80) than in the nonslime condition (39 out of 81). Re-
sponses did not differ as a function of processing time. Because
affirmative responses tend to be quicker than negative ones, it
was examined whether this difference was responsible for the
effects on reading times, by entering students’ responses as
a covariate in the reading time analysis. However, the effects
remained, F(1, 156) = 10.35, p < 001, for pattern, and, F(1,
156) = 4.11, p < .05, for Pattern % Processing time.’

These results demonstrate that perceivers can spontaneously
discern the behavioral pattern of licking up—kicking down, even
when the covariation between behavior and target position is
imperfect, and even when processing capacity is restrained. This
corroborates the assumption of a slime schema that, once it is
activated, facilitates information processing.

General Discussion
Summary and Conclusions

Altogether, the present results convey a coherent picture of
how the social perceiver forms inferences and impressions of
a brown-noser. First, people appear to have a slime schema,
containing knowledge of the prototypical authoritarian personal-
ity who licks upward and kicks downward. This schema enables
them to quickly and spontaneously identify this type of person,
even when the covariation between behavior valence and target
status is imperfect (as in Experiment 5) and, in some cases,
even when it does not exist at all {as in Experiment 4.

Presumably, the slime schema also contains knowledge of
situational variables that elicit ingratiation, such as the actor’s
dependence (as manipulated in Experiment 2) and the hierarchi-
cal position of behavioral targets (as used in the other experi-
ments ). As a result, the schema is activated when people observe
an actor who is likeable toward superiors, without knowing how
this person behaves toward subordinates: The actor is tentatively
calegorized as a brownnoser. Concurrently, the perceiver infers
that the actor is slimy and becomes uncertain about the actor’s
true likeability. The perceiver enters a state of suspicion of ulte-
rior motivation, in which the available information is scruti-
nized. As in the studies by Fein (1996), this suspicion state is
associated with sophisticated processing (as reflected in the

% In this experiment, different instructions were used (form an impres-
sion, concentrate on whether the actor behaves differently toward superi-
ors and subordinates, memorize the behaviors). Because this variable
did not praduce any effects whatsoever, it was dropped from the analyses
and s not discussed further.

7 Response times to the question of whether the actor was slimy and
liksable were examined as well, because this might provide insight
into the question of whether slime judgments are formed spontaneously.
Assuming that likeability judgments are made on-line (cf Hastie &
Park, 1986), it was expected that the response time of slime judgments
would not differ from that of likeability judgments. Although these
results should be interpreted with caution because both questions were
asked after the differential-behavior question and the order was not
varied, it is remarkable that slime judgments were significantly faster
than likeability judgments in all conditions (M = 2.13 vs. 2.76), F(1,
160) = 2340, p < .001.
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longer reading times in Experiment 3), thus abating the corre-
spondence bias and producing conservative evaluations.

Third, the suspicious perceiver uses information about how
the actor behaves toward subordinates in order to test the hy-
pothesis that the likeable behaviors toward superiors are insin-
cere and, hence, are uninformative about the actor’s likeability.
‘When the actor tums out to be likeable toward subordinates as
well (as in the positive condition of Experiment 1), the suspicion
of ulterior motives is disconfirmed: The perceiver decides that
the actor is a likeable person after all. This results in favorable
likeability ratings, but at the same time, the actor is still per-
ceived as slimy. Apparently, the evidence of true likeability does
not relieve the actor of the initially inferred sliminess.

Alternatively, the actor’s behaviors toward subordinates may
tum out to be dislikeable, in which case the perceiver’s suspicion
is confirmed. This produces the slime effect: In addition to being
slimy (because of the likeable behaviors toward superiors ), the
actor is perceived as dislikeable, because the behaviors toward
subordinates are taken as evidence of the actor’s true likeability,
and the behaviors toward superiors are discouated in the
evaluation.

The Slime Effect in Everyday Life

The present experiments started with an observation from
everyday life: At some point, we have all had one or more
colleagues whom we disliked or at least distrusted, because their
behavior toward superiors seemed unusually flattering, support-
ive, or interested. Most likely, we too have engaged in brown-
nosing on multiple occasions, either so blatantly that we have
ourselves been the object of suspicion or even dislike, or so
cleverly that nobody saw through it, not even us. Brownnosing
goes on every day and everywhere simply because it is fonc-
tional to establish a favorable impression with those that can
potentially affect one’s outcomes.

Different than in the present experiments, however, brown-
nosing is likely to go unnoticed on many occasions in everyday
life. First, it seems fair to assume that, unlike the actor in these
studies, most people do not go abowt grovelling for everyone
they depend on and being rude to everybody else. Impression
managers are aware that they will be exposed as brownnosers
if their differential behavior toward powerful and powerless
persons is obvious. In what might be regarded as a ‘‘manual
for the ingratiater,” Jones (1990, pp. 180-184)} recommended
several strategies that are unlikely to be detected and are proba-
bly used frequently. One of these is to conceal one’s dependence
or reduce its salience. The results from Experiment 2 substanti-
ate this recommendation, by indicating that an actor’s depen-
dence is a crucial cue for inferring that likeable behavior reflects
ingratiation. Another strategy is to obscure one’s behavioral
pattern. Indeed, mairstream brownnosing, as it was called by an
anonymous reviewer, is not characterized by a flagrant contrast
between behaviors toward superiors and subordinates: Proficient
slimers hide their motives, for instance, by disagreeing with a
superior on trivial issues (Jones, 1990) so that the chserver does
not notice the preferential treatment they bestow on those they
depend on. Nevertheless, the results of Experiment 5 suggest
that this strategy should be carried out quite rigorously if it is
to succeed: If only a minority of one’s behaviors are inconsistent
with the licking up—kicking down scheme, it won't help at all,

A second restriction of these studies is that the participants
had no personal interest in the sincerity of the actor’s behavior
In everyday interaction, on the other hand, it may matter much
more how a person behaves toward them than toward other
people (cf. Jones & Davis’s, 1965, principle of hedonic rele-
vance). Thus, if participants are the target of ingratiation, it
may be less relevant how the ingratiater treats other people.
Moreover, self-esteem is served if participants assume that the
ingratiater’s behavior is genuine. A recent meta-analysis by Gor-
don (1996) demonstrated that ingratiation is more effective
when the observer is the object of ingratiation than when the
observer is an outsider. Thus, sliminess is less likely to be recog-
nized precisely by those who are intended not to recognize it
(see also Vonk, 1998). As noted by Jones, ‘‘the target person’s
vanity . . . often comes to the rescue of the self-presenting
actor”’ (1990, p. 194). The effects of this vanity were illustrated
in a study by Kipnis and Vanderveer (1971), who found that
ingratiation toward leaders with high self-esteem was more ef-
fective than toward those with low self-esteem.

A third reason that brownnosing is less conspicuous outside
the laberatory is that perceivers usually lack the entire package
of behavioral information that is necessary to confidently infer
that likeable behavior results solely from self-presentation. In
the slime conditions of the present studies, participants perceived
multiple likeable behaviors toward superiors and multiple dis-
likeable behaviors toward subordinates. In everyday life, on the
other hand, perceivers often have little knowledge about a per-
son’s behavior toward other people than themselves or those
close to them. Superiors especially often lack information about
how their subordinates behave toward other subordinates, if only
because they do not have the time and the motivation to keep
track of all the behaviors of their employees (cf. Fiske, 1993).
Seeing that a subordinate is friendly and supportive toward them,
they are bound to like this person. It is to be feared that many
leaders remain in this sweet state of ignorance, while their sub-
ordinates gnash their teeth watching how one of their colleagues
*‘butters up’’ the boss.

A fourth limitation of these studies is that the actor was
always a man. It is possible that this strengthens the Slime effect
in comparison with women actors because, according to gender
stereotypes, men are (a) less likely to be supportive, interested,
and flattering, so that this behavior is perhaps more easily per-
ceived as insincere; (b) more ambitious and, thus, more likely
to have a higher stake in getting close to powerful persons; and
perhaps (c) more likely to ingratiate themselves in this rather
blatant, unsubtle manner. Recently, however, several slime stud-
ies have been conducted in our laboratory in which the actor’s
sex was varied, and we found no indication that slimy behavior
by a male is more easily identified than by a female.

Finally, it should be noted that there may be cases in which
slimy behavior is judged more mildly than in the present studies.
For one thing, it is likely that licking upward is perceived as
quite adequate and well-adapted behavior in other cultures. Pur-
ther, there may be circumstances in which one would find it
perfectly sensible and forgivable to ingratiate oneself with a
more powerful person, for instance, when the actor has the
interest of a larger group at heart, rather than his or her own
personal interest; when there is a threat of losing something
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(e.g., one’s job) rather than a promise of gaining something; or
in matters of the heart. After all, all is fair in love and war.

Theoretical Implications

Given the reservations above, the present results demonstrate
the “‘social repercussions of a nasty disposition and a possible
lack of character’’ ® In addition, they are relevant to several
theoretical issues in the field of impression formation and trait
inferences.

Inconsistency resolution and social schemas. A first contri-
bution concerns the issue of inconsistency reselution in impres-
sion formation. As noted previously, psychologists know when
and why inconsistent information induces elaborative thought,
but they know very little about what precisely these thoughts
are about. The problem facing perceivers who observe inconsis-
tencies within a single actor is that these cannot be explained
by distinguishing subgroups, as in the case of stereotype-incon-
sistent information (cf. Vonk & Van Knippenberg, 1995}. How-
ever, at the level of the individual person, a parallel process
exists that has received very little attention in the literature,
namely, impression differentiation: Perceivers may try to iden-
tify different circumstances in which the person is likeable and
dislikeable. If they succeed in segregating these two types of
behaviors by some domain of circumstances, they form multiple,
situation-specific representations of the person (cf. Trafimow,
1994; Vonk, 1994).

The present results extend this argument by indicating that
some forms of segregation are more readily applied than others
because they converge with existing social categories. Specifi-
cally, when an actor is likeable toward superiors and dislikeable
toward subordinates, the segregation between the two appears
to be established without much elaboration, thus reducing the
superior recall that is usually found when participants receive
inconsistent information (Experiment 1). Further, when people
observe a person who licks upward, this may be sufficient for
them to tentatively categorize the person as someone who kicks
downward as well, even when they have no information about
this (Experiment 3). This particular segregation may even occur
when the available data indicate that there is in fact no covaria-
tion between behavior valence and target status, as was demon-
strated by the illusory correlation obtained in Experiment 4.
Because this effect could not have emerged without any within-
person segregation (McConnell et al., 1997), it must be assumed
that the activated slime schema produced the impression segre-
gation (i.e., between interactions with superiors and subordi-
nates) that is a prerequisite for this effect. Finally, the response
times in Experiment 5 suggested that this segregation is estab-
lished spontaneously even when processing capacity is
restrained.

It is important to note that segregation requires that people
actively categorize the targets of an actor’s behavior (or other
aspects of the behavioral field), just as they categorize actors
when they receive information about the behavior of different
group members. In these experiments, the behavioral targets
were denoted by different labels such as secretary, mail courier,
chairman, and administrator. The results from Experiments 4
and 5 imply that participants spontaneously categorized the tar-
gets as subordinates or superiors. Similarly, it seems plausible

that perceivers often categorize other situational cues, for in-
stance, cues denoting that a behavior occurs at work versus at
home ( Vonk, 1993).

In general, when perceivers are attempting to explain an in-
consistency by means of impression differentiation, they may
consider some categorizations more readily than others, de-
pending on whether they have social schemas for particular
distinctions. The licking up—kicking down schema is an obviouns
candidate, but there may be others, for instance, the schema of
people who are reserved and detached toward strangers, but
friendly and spontaneous when they get to know someone better;
or the introverted and quiet office clerk who lives it up at wild
parties. Some distinctions are implied in particular types in our
culture, for instance, the Mafia man who is tough and ruthless
in business, but sentimental toward his family members (cf.
Asch & Zukier, 1984).

Correspondence bias and wlterior motivation. Generally,
the present experiments demonstrate that informatien abeout an
actor’s dependence on a target person is a powerful antidote to
the correspondence bias. As noted by Gilbert and Malone
(1993), overceming the correspondence bias requires first of
all that the perceiver is aware of the actor’s situation and has
an adequate understanding of the effects of this situation on
behavior. It seems that the slime schema of social perceivers
enables them to quickly recognize the power of behavioral tar-
gets and grasp the effects of this power on the actor’s behavior,
without much elaboration, This dees not imply that the actual
correction required to complete the process described by Gilbert
and Malone occurs effortlessly as well. It seems that perceivers,
once they become aware of the target’s power and its possible
effects on the actor, enter a state of suspicion characterized
by sophisticated attributional thinking (Fein, 1996). It is this
thoughtful analysis that leads them to discount the actor’s behav-
iors toward superiors in their likeability ratings, thus producing
either a neutral evaluation (when disambiguating information is
absent) or a negative evaluation (based solely on the actor’s
behaviors toward subordinates). Thus, the Slime effect may be
regarded as a combined result of both quick-and-dirty, schematic
processing, resulting in a tentative categorization of the actor
as a brownnoser, and thoughtful deliberations that are initiated
upon the activation of the slime category.

As argued by Fein and his colleagues (Fein et al., 199(};
Hilton et al., 1993}, these deliberations are aimed at identifying
information that could disambiguate the meaning of the suspect
behaviors. In their studics, participants received a single piece
of highly diagnostic information that instantly confirmed their
skepticism. This could suggest that people are either in or out
of a suspicion state and that the distinction is discrete. However,
the results of Experiment 3 suggest that the distinction may
often be gradual: Across one, two, and four dislikeable behaviors
toward subordinates, suspicious participants became increas-
ingly confident that the actor’s likeable behaviors toward superi-
ors were driven by ulterior motivation.

Impression formation and impression management. As
noted by Jones (1964, 1990), ingratiation is probably the most
common form of self-presentation; as a result, there is an abun-

® This description of the results was given by an anonymous reviewer.



SUSPICION AND DISLIKE 863

dance of cultural wisdom about ingratiation goals and strategies.
Our cultural knowledge of brownnosing is illustrated by the
sheer number of words we have at our disposal to refer to the
type of person who engages in this behavior (e.g., bootlicker,
toady, flunky, soft-soaper, sycophant, and several informal de-
scriptions that point to the cause of the brown nose ). In addition,
it may be assumed that social perceivers have developed all
sorts of other social schemas that are relevant to ingratiation. A
person’s dependence on others can be inferred by a variety of
cues, such as hierarchical position labels (as used in the present
experiments) and information about people’s needs and goals.
We have articulate expectancies about the behavior of people
who depend on someone. Reversely, when a person is extraordi-
narily friendly toward us we may wonder *‘Does this person
want something from me?”’

Nevertheless, ingratiation is not the only form of impression
management, and it seems that person perceivers are quite famil-
iar with many other varieties. For instance, perceivers know that
people who ““play hard to get” may be hiding quite the opposite;
that people present themselves as overly busy when they want
to avoid a person; that people play down their effort when they
succeed at a task so that it will be attributed to high ability;
that people behave ignorantly when they are canght on a train
without a fare ticket; and that people express confidence about
issues they are really not sure about in order to persuade others.
In all of these cases, perceivers may face the dilemma of decid-
ing whether the behavior reflects a correspondent trait or an
ulterior motive.

In the impression management literature, many of these vari-
cties of self-presentation have been examined (for reviews, see,
e.g., Leary, 1995; Schlenker, 1980). In the large majority of
these studies, however, the focus was on variables that affect
self-presentational behavior, not on variables that affect how
such behavior is perceived. The person perception literature has
given even less attention to this issue. And yet, it seems likely
that person perceivers consider the possibility of seif-presenta-
tion on a daily basis. Thus, knowledge of self-presentational
behavior may affect many inferences about others. In addition,
the study of perceptions of self-presentational behavior can have
interesting implications for current theories on impression for-
mation and trait inferences. The impression management litera-
ture provides a wealth of material on self-presentational behav-
ior. The person cognition field would gain in both depth and
scope by examining what person perceivers know about this
aspect of behavior, and how they use this knowledge in making
trait inferences and forming impressions.
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