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We examined how saliency of social identities and modality of presentation affect the 

perception of personality traits. 32 psychology students (targets) wrote short open 

ended self-descriptive paragraphs and completed questionnaires of personality 

traits. Participants (160 raters) read or listened to the open-ended self-descriptions 

and rated the targets with the same set of questionnaires. Each target was rated by 

ten raters. Half of the targets and half of the raters completed the questionnaires after 

the salience of their identity as psychology students was raised. The modality by 

which information was acquired affected perception: both self-other agreement and 

inter-rater consensus were higher when the rater read the self descript than when 

they heard them read by the targets. The salience of social identities also affected 

perception: when the identity as a psychology student of the raters was salient, there 

was higher self-other agreement, and higher consensus. Furthermore, salience of 

the social identity of the rater and the target interacted: Self-other agreement was 

lowest when both their identity as psychology students of the rater and the target was 

not salient. Consensus was highest when both identities were salient. These results 

demonstrated the important influence of social identity salience on social perception.   

Abstract

Introduction

People can make accurate judgments of the 

personality of others on the basis of very little 

information. (Ambady, Bernieri, & Richeson, 2000). 

But factors affecting accuracy of first impressions are 

yet to be fully understood. We focused on two 

factors: target’s control of the information provided 

and salience of social identity of the target and of the 

rater. 

Modality: the way by which information
is provided 

These ways of acquiring information are likely to affect the accuracy of personality 

perception. They differ in the amount of available cues, and in the extent of control a 

person has over the information provided. 

We examined two modalities: In one condition raters read brief self presentation 

written by the targets. In the other condition the raters heard recordings of the self 

descriptions.  In the “written” condition the target had full control over the information 

provided to the raters. In the “recorded” condition, targets had control of the content of 

the self description, but had less control over other aspects that can influence social 

perception: accent, pace of reading, tone of voice (e.g., Furnham, 1990). 

Social identity

Salient social identities can affect personality perception in a variety of ways: a 

person’s salient identities affect self attributed personality characteristics, so that 

people respond differently to personality inventories when different social identities 

are salient (e.g. Heller, et al., 2007; Sheldon, et al., 1997). The effect of salient 

social identities of the rater on first impressions of personality has not been studies 

yet. But studies on stereotypes indicate that saliency of group membership affects 

stereotypical perception ( e.g., Hogg, 2006).

We examined the effects of raising the saliency of a social identity of the targets and 

of the raters, on accuracy of personality perception. 

Table 1. Average self-other agreement
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Table 2. Average inter-class correlations

Method

32 psychology students (targets) wrote short open ended self-descriptive 

paragraphs and completed Saucier’s (1994) Mini-Markers inventory. Salience of 

identity was manipulated by framing the study as part of a comparison between 

students from different faculties (salient group) or as a study of human personality 

(non-salient group).  

A different sample of 160 psychology students served as raters. They read or 

listened to the open-ended self-descriptions and rated the targets with the same set 

of questionnaires used by the targets. Each participant rated eight targets. Each 

target was rated by ten raters. Salience of identity was manipulated modifying the 

paradigm used by Anderson, Lepper, and Ross (1980, see also: Kunda & Sanitioso, 

1989; Sanitioso & Wlodarski, 2004): The salient group read a short of traits 

description describing psychology students (agreeableness and openness). Then 

they were asked to write five reasons explaining why psychology students have 

these traits. The non-salient group read and justified a passage claiming that having 

a pet increases quality of life.

The modality by which information about the target is acquired significantly 

influenced accuracy: self-other agreement and consensus among raters were 

higher when raters read self descriptions as opposed to listening to the same 

descriptions reading aloud by the target. Thus, accuracy was higher when the 

targets had high control over the information conveyed to the raters. It is yet to be 

studied what specific cues available in the”listen” condition decreased accuracy of 

personality perception. 

Social identities affected perception: when the identity as a psychology student of 

the raters was salient, there was higher self other agreement, and higher 

consensus. Accurate impression formation is an important skill of psychologists. 

Thus, our findings are in line with the increasing literature showing that positive 

stereotypes can improve performance (e.g. Ambady, et al., 2001; Shih et al., 1999). 

These results are also in accord with the finding that priming a stereotype or trait 

leads to overt behavior in line with this activated stereotype or trait (Dijksterhuis & 

van Knippenberg, 1998, Wheeler & Petty, 2001). Salience of the social identity of 

the rater and the target interacted in their effects on perception. Saliency of the 

identity of the rater had greater effect when the identity of the target was not salient. 

Conclusions

References
Anderson, C. A., Lepper, M. R., & Ross, L. (1980). Perseverance of social theories: The role of explanation in the persistence of discredited information. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 39, 1037-1047.

Ambady, N., Bernieri, F. J., & Richeson, J. A. (2000). Toward a histology of social behavior: Judgmental accuracy from thin slices of the behavioural stream. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 32, 201–271.

Ambady, N., Shih, M., Kim, A., & Pittinsky, T. L. (2001). Stereotype susceptibility in children: Effects of identity activation on quantitative performance. Psychological Science, 12, 385-390

Berry, D. S. (1991). Accuracy in social perception: Contributions of facial and vocal information. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61, 298-307. 

Dijksterhuis, A., van Knippenberg, A. (1998). The relation between perception and behavior or how to win a game of Trivial Pursuit. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74, 865-877. 

Furnham, A. (1990). Language and personality. In H. Giles & W. P. Robinson (Eds.) Handbook of Language and social psychology (pp. 73-95). Chichester: John Wiley & Sons. 

Gill, A. J., Oberlander, J., & Austin, E. (2006). Rating e-mail personality at zero acquaintance. Personality and Individual Differences, 40, 497-507.

Heller, D., Watson, D., Komar, J., Min, J-A., & Perunovic, W. Q. E. (2007). Contextualized personality: Traditional and new assessment procedures. Journal of Personality, 75, 1229-1253.

Kunda, Z., & Sanitioso, R. (1989). Motivated changes in the self concept. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 25, 272-285.

Marcus, B., Machilek, F.,  & Schütz, A. (2006). Personality in Cyberspace: Personal Web sites as media for personality expressions and impressions. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 90, 1014-1031. 

Ramírez-Esparza, N., Gosling, S. D., Benet-Martínez, V., Potter, J., & Pennebaker, J. W. (2006). Do bilinguals have two personalities? A special case of frame switching. Journal of Research in Personality, 40, 99–120.

Sanitioso, R. B., & Wlodarski, R. (2004). In search of information that confirms a desired self-perception: Motivated processing of social feedback and choice of social interactions. Personality and Social Psychology        

Bulletin, 30, 412-422.

Saucier, G. (1994) Mini-markers: A brief version of Goldberg's unipolar big-five markers. Journal of Personality Assessment, 63, 506-516. 

Sheldon, K. M., Ryan, R. M., Rawsthorne, L. J., & Ilardi, B. (1997). Trait self and true self: Cross-role variation in the big-five personality traits and its relations with psychological authenticity and subjective well-being. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73, 1380-1393.

Shih, M., Ambady, N., Richeson, J. A., Fujita, K., & Gray, H. (2002).  Stereotype performance boosts: The impact of self-relevance and the manner of stereotype activation.  Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,    

83, 638-647.

Wheeler, S. C., & Petty, R. E. (2001). The effects of stereotype activation on behavior: a review of possible mechanisms. Psychological Bulletin, 127, 797–826. 

Vazire, S., & Gosling, S. D. (2004). e-Perception: Personality impressions based on personal Websites. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 87, 123-132.

Table 1 presents the average self-other agreement  

correlations. After transforming each self-other 

correlation to Fisher's Z, we run repeated measure 

ANOVA, and found significant effect of Rater 

identity, F(1,30) = 4.77, p < 0.05, ηp = .14, 

significant Mode of information gathering effect, 

F(1,30) = 6.19, p = 0.01, ηp= .17 (rread = .48; rlisten 

= .42), and significant Rater identity by Target 

identity interaction, F(1,30) = 4.85, p < 0.05, ηp = 

.14. Mode of information gathering by Target 

identity interaction was marginally significant, 

F(1,30) = 3.71, p = 0.06, ηp = .11. Target identity 

and all other interactions were not significant.  

Results

Self-Other Agreement

Table 2 presents average inter-class correlations (ICC). After transforming ICCs 

using Fisher's ICC-to-Z transformation we run repeated measure ANOVA, and 

found significant effect of Rater identity, F(1,30) = 4.50, p < 0.05, ηp = .13, and 

significant Mode of information gathering effect, F(1,30) = 6.26, p = 0.02, ηp = .17 

(ICCread =.42; ICClisten =.36 ). The Target identity by Rater identity interaction was 

also significant, F(1,30) = 4.47, p < 0.05, ηp = .13. Other interactions were not 

significant. 

Consensus
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People form first impressions of others through a 

variety of modalities: sometimes we briefly meet, other 

times we have the opportunity to only hear their voices 

(Berry, 1991), or have only access to written texts. 

(e.g., e-mails, Gill, Oberlander & Austin, 2006), or 

personal Websites, Marcus, Machilek & Schütz, 2006; 

Vazire & Gosling, 2004).
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