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This study investigates a mechanism by which individual differences in person
perception evolve in the real world. Previous research has demonstrated that in
order to maintain a positive self-image, people assign generally greater weight to
traits representing their strong points as compared to traits representing their
shortcomings; this effect has been labeled the self-image bias. Using an unobtrusive
measure of centrality, the present study shows how the centrality of “computer
skills” increased (over a semester) for students receiving a high grade in an
introductory computer science course, whereas it (slightly) decreases for students
receiving a low grade. This effect was shown to be specific, that is, limited to
computer skills (and related mathematical skills).

Recent research has demonstrated that (positive) traits one considers
descriptive of oneself (i.e., one’s “strong points”) carry greater weight in one’s
perception of others (e.g., Fong & Markus, 1982; Hill & Smith, 1986; Hill,
Smith, & Hoffman, 1988; Kuiper, 1981; Lewicki, 1983, 1984; Markus & Smith,
1981; Markus, Crane, Bernstein, & Siladi, 1982); that is, they are assumed by the
perceiver to be correlated with and indicative of many other positive traits.
Traits that one does not consider descriptive of oneself carry less weight; that is,
they are assumed by the perceiver to be uncorrelated with other (positive) traits.
In other words, positive traits that one assigns to oneself are more central in
person perception than positive traits that one does not assign to oneself; this
effect has been labeled the self-image bias (Lewicki, 1983).

Presumably, this bias serves to create and maintain a positive view of the self
by enhancing the importance of the positive traits that one believes oneself to
possess (i.e., their implication for other positive traits) and decreasing the
importance of one’s shortcomings (Lewicki, 1983, 1984; Taylor & Brown, in
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press). For example, if one believes oneself to possess very good verbal skills, it
fosters self-esteem to view verbal skills as correlated with (i.e., indicative of)
many other skills and abilities. Analogously, if one lacks mathematical skills,
one can limit the potentially negative implications of this fact for one’s self-
image by viewing the lack of math skills as not indicative of (i.e., uncorrelated
with) the lack of other skills.

The research to date has focused on general trait descriptors such as warm
versus cold (Lewicki, 1983, 1984), dependent versus independent (Markus &
Fong, reported in Markus & Smith, 1981), or masculine versus feminine
(Markus, Crane, Bernstein, & Siladi, 1982) and has been conducted under
laboratory conditions. There is no research to date to demonstrate that natural,
real-world experiences indicative of either possessing or not possessing specific
abilities or skills can contribute to the development of self-image bias and lead to
stable individual differences in person perception.

In the present research we investigated the long-term changes in person
perception among college students who were enrolled in an introductory
computer science course. Previous research (Hill, Smith, & Hoffman, 1988) has
demonstrated that, consistent with the self-image bias hypothesis, when
evaluating others, people who are experienced in the use of computers assign
greater weight to computer skills—that is, assume them to be correlated with
and indicative of many other skills. We expected that, over the course of a
semester (4 months), students who were successful in acquiring computer skills
(i.e., who received a high grade in the introductory computer science course)
would develop a tendency to assign greater weight to computer skills than those
who received a low grade in the course. In other words, at the end of the
semester, students who received A’s and B’s (i.e., who were successful in this
particular respect) were expected to assign greater weight to computer skills
than they had at the beginning of the semester, whereas students who received
C’s and D’s (i.e., who were not successful in the course) were expected not to
increase (and, in fact, to decrease) the weight assigned to computer skills in
person perception.

A major problem in person perception research is to obtain measures that are
not obvious and not easily influenced by various social desirability motives and
demand characteristics. For example, simply asking “How important are
computer skills in your perception of others?” is likely to cause subjects to think
about the “right” answer—for example, the one expected by the experimenter.
Recent research (e.g., Markus, Crane, Bernstein, & Siladi, 1982; Lewicki, 1984)
on the self-image bias has therefore utilized less obtrusive ways of assessing the
centrality of traits. For example, Lewicki (1983) asked subjects to rate a number
of different positive and negative target persons (e.g., best friend, a disliked
person) regarding several traits. For each subject, he then calculated the average
correlations between traits across targets. This results in a direct index of a trait’s
centrality for a given subject, because it assesses the degree to which a particular
trait is correlated with others in this subject’s ratings.






