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Summary  

Between Good and Evil: Affective Priming in Dynamic Context 

People live in a complex and dynamic world. At any point in time, alterations in 

environmental objects can signal significant changes impinging upon their needs and safety. 

For instance, whereas a green traffic light signifies a safe passage across the road, a sudden 

change to red indicates the need to get off the road. Likewise, other peoples facial expressions 

may indicate a good temper at one moment, whereas angry and hostility just a moment later. 

Because the environment is rich in dynamic objects around us, people need to be able to 

continuously monitor their environment to some extend to notify significant changes in 

environmental conditions. On the other hand, though, people also need to be able to quickly 

extract specific information of interest from the dynamic stream of incoming stimulation by 

the environment. Otherwise, people would overwhelmed by the incoming information, and 

unable to engage in longer-term planning and more complex behaviors. As suggested by 

previous research, such processes may be aided by fast and efficient priming mechanisms, 

which automatically activate associated evaluations, thoughts and behavioral tendencies upon 

environmental stimulation (e.g., Bargh & Chartrand, 1999). 

Building on this research, the present dissertation examined evaluative priming 

processes in dynamic environments. As discussed in Chapter 1, previous research on rapid 

and efficient evaluation processes had adopted a rather static approach by investigating how 

single priming events can activate evaluations that influence subsequent processing (e.g., 

categorizing a target stimulus). The typical finding in this research has been that priming 

people with positive or negative stimuli renders it easier for them to provide subsequent 

responses that are evaluatively congruent rather than incongruent with the priming stimulus. 

Although this so-called “affective priming effect” is a robust phenomenon, it also appears to 

be short-lived and restricted to several boundary conditions (Klauer & Musch, 2003). As 

such, the question thus still remains whether such affective priming may exert a significant 

influence in more complex and dynamic environments, as found in real-life. The present 

dissertation therefore examined evaluative priming processes in more dynamic contexts. The 

theoretical rationale was provided by a socially situated cognition perspective, which 

proposes that cognition should be analyzed as a function of the interaction between the 

organism with its specific environments (Smith & Semin, 2004). Consequently, primes could 

also occur after a target object has been presented, and in the context of other relevant and 

irrelevant primes close or distal to target objects. 
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Chapter 2 sought to establish that the priming does not end with the occurrence of a 

target object, but can also integrate environmental information aka primes that occurs after 

target presentation. Such “backward” affective priming effects were assessed by means of a 

modified affective priming task, whereby the target preceded the prime at very short stimulus 

presentation and inter-stimulus intervals (Experiment 2.1). Indeed, participants were faster 

and more accurate if the target was followed by a prime of the same than different valence - 

indexing an backward affective priming effect. A subsequent experiment used the same 

paradigm with the common prime-target sequence and found somewhat longer-lasting normal 

“forward” affective priming effects (Experiment 2.2). As a comparison with neutral primes 

indicated, both forward and backward priming effects appeared hereby be mainly due to 

interference, which was also attested by a general increase in target processing, if primes 

occurred in close temporal proximity to the target. A third experiment sought to replicate and 

extend these findings by manipulating forward and backward priming within participants, and 

using complex pictures instead of words (Experiment 2.3). Again, reliable yet more short-

lived backward than forward priming occurred, which again appeared to be based on 

interference. In short, environmental object can still meddle with target processing after target 

presentation, albeit this influence is relatively short-lived. 

The research described in Chapter 3 examined the joined influence of primes that 

occur before and after target processing across short time intervals and different processing 

goals. By doing so, this research addressed the specific roles diverse affective primes may 

have in the overall concert of priming (e.g., other primes, other prime properties, task 

relevance, and time). The influence of multiple primes was hereby assessed by using an 

affective priming task (Experiment 3.1; Exp. 3.2; Exp. 3.4) or a gender priming task 

(Experiment 3.3 and 3.5). In all these experiments, targets were both preceded and succeeded 

by a positive or negative prime at 150 ms or 250 ms, respectively. Experiments 3.2 to 3.5 also 

added gender information to the valenced primes, and rendered valence or gender either 

relevant or irrelevant. This allowed for the assessment of the joined influence of relevant and 

irrelevant prime properties across the time-course of priming, as well as potential changes in 

the influence of primes before and after onset of target processing. Whereas the first three 

experiments applied repetitive, schematic faces that allowed for a noise-free, first assessment 

of and ideal priming pattern, the last two experiments applied color photographs of diverse 

real male and female faces. This was done to assess whether the effects found with schematic 

faces also transferred to more noisy and realistic stimuli. 
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Across the experiments described in Chapter 3, a clear pattern for relevant affective 

primes emerged: At short time intervals between the target and the primes, forward and 

backward primes had and additive influence on target processing (Exp. 3.1, 3.2, and 3.4). At 

longer time intervals, however, forward priming became the dominant (Exp. 3.2) or sole 

influence (Exp. 3.1 & 3.4) on target processing, thus replicating the asymmetry in the time-

course of  forward-backward priming that was established in Chapter 2. Further experiments 

found similar priming effects for relevant gender primes (Exp. 3.3 & 3.5), thus replicating the 

existence of backward priming and generalizing the additive influence of forward and 

backward prime to categorical information. In addition, the research reported in Chapter 3 

found evidence for the influence of irrelevant prime information (Exp. 3.2, 3.3, and 3.5). In 

particular, forward priming occurred for both schematic affective and gender primes, even 

though participants were only to categorize the target to the other dimension (Exp. 3.2 & 3.3). 

In contrast, irrelevant backward primes had no influence on target processing. A similar effect 

was found with more diverse photographs of real faces for irrelevant affective prime 

information (Exp. 3.4), but not for gender information. Overall, people thus appear to activate 

relevant and very basic or accessible irrelevant information before they notice a target. After 

that, they appear to zoom in on relevant information. According to these studies, temporally 

close environmental objects hereby feed into target processing in an additive way. 

The research described in Chapter 4 extended the scope of priming by including an 

additional forward and backward prime. By doing so, this research sought to address an 

apparent discrepancy between our findings in Chapter 3 and other evaluative priming research 

(Gawronksi et al., 2005). In the latter research, it was observed that multiple primes lead to 

reversed priming, or contrast effects, whereas the studies in Chapter 3 of this dissertation 

yielded assimilation effects of multiple primes. Again, an affective priming task (Experiment 

4.1) and a gender priming task (Experiment 4.2) were employed. Due to the increasing 

complexity of the design, this research was restricted to relevant prime information. To 

generalize the effects from repetitive schematic faces to more varied stimuli, a reanalysis of 

previous research was conducted, which included two experiments with two variable and 

more complex forward primes (Reanalysis 4.3 & 4.4). Across experiments, affective and 

gender primes overall displayed assimilation effects with regard to the target at short time 

intervals: When target processing time was sufficiently long, forward and backward primes 

that occurred adjacent to the target combined in an additive manner (Exp.4.1); if target 

processing was too short to be impacted by backward primes, forward primes showed 

congruency effects (Exp. 4.2, Cf. Exp.3.3). Moreover, in line with findings by other 
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researchers (Gawronski et al., 2005), the more distal forward prime displayed a contrastive 

effect with regard to the target (Exp.4.1; Exp.4.2, R 4.3; R 4.5). 

Furthermore, in both experiments and a reanalysis of Gawronski et al. (2005), a more 

subtle interaction between primes and the target became apparent. In particular, the prime that 

preceded the target most closely appeared to have the strongest influence on target processing 

– and to determine the influence of all other primes. If the target and adjacent forward prime 

were incongruent, the more distal forward prime elicited a reversed priming effect (Exp 4.1, 

4.2, and R 4.4). If the target and adjacent forward prime were congruent, no reversed priming 

effects were found. Instead, the adjacent backward prime could elicit further backward 

priming effects (Exp. 4.1). This further supports the notion that primes at short temporal 

proximity feed into target processing in an additive way, whereas contrastive processing can 

occur at longer time intervals. In addition, it appears that these contrastive processes are quite 

flexible, in that they only get initiated if prime-target compound is incongruent – or generally, 

if primes are generally strong (R.4.3). Put differently, people may extract meaning from their 

environment by assimilating related information and flexible engage in correction processes. 

The final chapter of the present dissertation, Chapter 5, reviews previous findings and 

integrates them in a basic, descriptive model of priming in dynamic stimulus environments. 

At the heart of this model there are two basic processes that in concert allow for an optimal, 

continuous grounding of mental activity in the individuals immediate environment. The first 

process is a general monitoring process, which is fed by continuous, rapidly refreshed 

automatic priming processes. This process provides the elementary, dynamic building blocks 

of higher cognition, and is reflected in the short-lived nature of priming as well as influence 

of irrelevant environmental objects (e.g. Chapter 2, 3, 4). The second process is constituted by 

higher focal processes, which constitutes a whole array of mental operations that can be 

executed on primed information (e.g., suppress, name, count, integrate, compare). These focal 

processes determine the integration of environmental information, by translating and 

integrating it into abstract, complex and goal-oriented cognition and action. The working of 

these focal processes is reflected, for example, in the flexibility in the longevity and direction 

of priming due to focal processing goals, as has been apparent in Chapter 3 and 4. 

Taken together, the research described in the presentation dissertation provides 

evidence that priming processes exert a significant impact on the way that people process 

information in dynamic environments. Nevertheless, the influence of priming appears to be 

complex, given that priming processes are moderated by factors such as their relevance to the 

focal task that people are performing, the temporal distance between prime and target, and the 
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occurrence of other priming events. The present dissertation has thus begun to illuminate 

some of the hidden orchestrations that are played out in our minds between activation and 

integration of environmental information, and between good and evil. 


