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Abstract 

In spontaneous trait transference (STT), communicators describing the behavior of others 

(i.e., actors) are perceived as having the personality traits implied by the behavior they 

describe. We tested whether this effect relies on moderators that are indicative of rule-based, 

attributional processes: the communicator-actor relation (friends vs. enemies; Experiment 1), 

the diagnosticity of the statement for inferring the implied trait to the communicator 

(Experiment 2), and the validity of the statement (i.e., whether it was actually provided by the 

communicator; Experiment 3). In line with attributional theories, trait ratings revealed a 

joined impact of the three moderators. Experiment 4 showed communicators were attributed 

alternative traits – not implied by the behavior itself, but by the fact that they described the 

behavior. Together, our results suggest that participants attribute traits to the communicator 

based on the communicator’s behavior (i.e., the act of describing the behavior of someone 

else).  

 

Keywords: Spontaneous trait transference; Evaluative conditioning; Relational moderator; 

Attribution; Inference.  
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Re-examining Spontaneous Trait Transference from an Attributional Perspective 

Individuals form detailed impressions of others based on minimal information. For instance, 

people are judged as sociable when physically attractive (Dion et al., 1972) or as more 

positive (negative) after being paired with another positive (negative) stimulus (Moran et al., 

2023). Impressions are also shaped by what individuals say about others. For instance, 

providing information about the negative (positive) behavior of others leads to a more 

negative (positive) impression of the communicator (Wyer et al., 1990). Research on 

Spontaneous Trait Transference (STT) shows statements about others’ behavior can even 

lead to trait-specific assumptions (Skowronski et al., 1998). For instance, if Judy 

(communicator) reports on John’s (actor) honest behavior (“He found an expensive watch 

and decided to return it”), people are more likely to attribute honesty to Judy than another 

positive trait (e.g., intelligence).  

In this paper, we further examine the nature and properties of STT. Inspired by the idea 

that STT stems from rule-based, attributional processes, we combined this with knowledge 

about evaluative conditioning (EC) processes. In the remainder, we first review assumptions 

about the processes underlying STT. Afterwards, we discuss research on the role of 

attributional processes in EC. Finally, we provide an overview of our studies. Our aim is to 

expand knowledge on STT moderators, thereby constraining STT theories. Moreover, by 

relating moderators typical of evaluative learning to impression formation, this work also 

participates in integrating these effects into a broader perspective – a gap that has been 

explicitly highlighted by previous work (De Houwer et al., 2019; Uleman et al., 2008).  

STT: Empirical Evidence and Cognitive Models 

In a typical STT procedure, participants are exposed to pairs of a photographed 

individual (communicator) and a trait-implying statement (e.g., “She watched her neighbor’s 

house to see who came and went”) – that is, a behavioral statement implying that the actor of 
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the behavior possesses a specific trait (e.g., ‘nosy’). Instructions specify that the 

communicator discusses another person’s behavior (i.e., the communicator is not the actor of 

the behavior). Then, direct and indirect measures assess the extent to which participants 

assume the communicator possesses the implied traits. As a direct measure, participants 

might rate the communicator on the implied trait (e.g., ‘nosy’) and evaluatively congruent or 

incongruent other traits (e.g., ‘insecure’, ‘creative’) implied in other trials (Skowronski et al., 

1998). A STT effect occurs when the implied trait receives higher ratings than other traits. In 

the indirect false recognition task, participants indicate if a trait was explicitly mentioned in 

the sentence presented with the person during exposure (‘yes’ vs. ‘no’; Todorov & Uleman, 

2002). None of the crucial traits are actually presented but some are implied in the sentence 

presented together with the face (e.g., nosy; “correct implied”) whereas other traits are 

implied by a statement of another pair (e.g., insecure; “false implied”). A higher rate of false 

recognition (‘yes’ responses) for correct (vs. false) implied traits has been interpreted as an 

STT effect.   

The cognitive processes underlying the STT effect are debated between two theoretical 

perspectives. The dominant associative perspective posits that STT results from automatic 

binding between mental representations of the communicator and the implied trait due to 

their co-activation (Brown & Bassili, 2002). This implies unqualified links that disregard the 

specific relationship between representations (e.g., Alice is vs. wants to be clever) and 

operate independently of the validity of this relationship (i.e., whether Alice is actually 

clever, e.g., Carlston & Skowronski, 2005).  

An alternative explanation for STT effects is grounded in rule-based, attributional 

processes (e.g., Heider, 1958; Kelley & Michela, 1980). Despite the apparent lack of STT’s 

logical basis (as the communicator is not performing the behavior), several factors may lead 

participants to assume that communicating on another’s behavior reflects traits of the 



TRAIT TRANSFERENCE FROM AN ATTRIBUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

6 

communicator (Carlston & Skowronski, 2005). For example, the communicator may be seen 

as highlighting behavior they value or as having a similar personality as the actor, especially 

when studies specify that the actor is an acquaintance of the communicator. Unlike the 

associative view, the attributional perspective implies that STT effects rely on inferences (i.e., 

rule-based reasoning) about the communicator’s traits. From this perspective, communicators 

are evaluated not just for what they say, but for why they chose to say it. Hence, STT would 

reflect trait attribution based on the act of sharing behavioral information. Hence, factors 

influencing these inferences – such as whether the communicator (dis)approves or did (not) 

formulate the statement – should moderate the STT effect. Notably, given that rule-based, 

attributional processes can operate under conditions of automaticity (e.g., when little time or 

mental resources are available; see Moors, 2016), STT effects could still qualify as 

spontaneous in the sense of being mediated by automatic processes. Moreover, at the 

procedural level (i.e., regardless of the mediating mental processes), the impact of the actor’s 

behavior on perception of the communicator can be seen as spontaneous in that it arises 

without the instruction to consider the actor’s behavior when judging the communicator.  

Empirically, the STT effect persists even with explicit warnings to avoid it (Carlston & 

Skowronski, 2005) or when participants are asked to detect if the communicator is lying 

(Crawford et al., 2007). Thus, STT is not eliminated by information likely to 

prevent/invalidate attributional processes. The effect also occurs under illogical conditions, 

such as with ostensible random communicator-statement pairings or when the target stimulus 

is an inanimate object (e.g., a banana; Brown & Bassili, 2002; Goren & Todorov, 2009). 

Additionally, STT lacks a negativity bias (greater impact of negative behaviors; Carlston & 

Skowronski, 2005), which challenges attributional explanations that typically predict this bias 

due to the greater diagnosticity of negative behaviors. 
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On the other hand, STT is influenced by working memory capacity, contradicting 

associative theories that assume efficient association formation (Wells et al., 2011; but see 

Marien et al., 2012). Literature on gossiping shows observers also formulate assumptions 

about the communicator beyond the described behavior. For instance, communicators 

discussing others’ extreme immoral or competent behaviors are positively perceived (Peters 

& Kashima, 2015),1 which challenges the idea of mere communicator-trait associative 

binding. 

In sum, evidence for associative processes is not as clear-cut as often suggested. This is 

especially true considering that previous research focused on whether STT persists when 

attributions are unlikely (e.g., random pairing), without comparing this experimental 

condition with a control condition (e.g., with non-random pairing; Goren & Todorov, 2009; 

Skowronski et al., 1998). Thus, even if STT seems to occur under conditions that do not favor 

attributions, understanding how STT changes when attributional logic is altered is essential to 

understand the mechanisms underlying this effect. 

Attributional Processes in Evaluative Conditioning 

STT resembles EC at both procedural and theoretical levels. In EC, the evaluation of a 

neutral stimulus (conditioned stimulus) changes due to pairings with a positive or a negative 

stimulus (unconditioned stimulus; De Houwer, 2007). Procedurally, both effects involve 

making (trait-specific or valenced) assumptions about a target stimulus (communicator or 

conditioned stimulus) based on the pairing with a distinct source information (behavioral 

statement or unconditioned stimulus; see De Houwer et al., 2019). 

 Theoretically, EC also involves two distinct perspectives similar to those that have 

dominated STT research. From an associative perspective, EC is due to the formation and 

 
1 Gossiping research differs from STT because it targets general positive/negative perception of communicators, 

not trait-specific assumptions about communicators (i.e., whether the communicator possesses the trait implied 

by the behavioral statement). 
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activation of associations between the representations of conditioned and unconditioned 

stimuli (e.g., Baeyens et al., 1992). More recent accounts contend that EC effects arise from 

forming and retrieving propositions about relations in the environment (e.g., the proposition 

“the stimuli go together”; De Houwer, 2009, 2018). Propositions specify how events are 

related (e.g., “the conditioned stimulus predicts [vs. causes] the unconditioned stimulus”) and 

can be assessed as true or false (e.g., De Houwer, 2009). Thus, as in attribution theories (e.g., 

Heider, 1958), individuals apply rule-based reasoning or “inferences” (e.g., inferring 

similarity in valence from co-occurrence).  

Propositional theories inspired research on several previously unexplored moderators of 

EC (see De Houwer et al., 2020, for a review). First, information on how stimuli are related 

can moderate EC. For example, standard EC effects (i.e., more positive evaluation of 

conditioned stimuli paired with positive [vs. negative] unconditioned stimuli) arise when 

stimuli are described as friends but are reduced or reversed when they are described as 

enemies (Fiedler & Unkelbach, 2011; Högden & Unkelbach, 2021). Second, diagnosticity 

also affects EC. For instance, causal descriptions (the conditioned stimulus causes the 

unconditioned stimulus) lead to larger effects than predictive descriptions (the conditioned 

stimulus predicts the unconditioned stimulus), likely because they are more diagnostic of the 

conditioned stimulus’s valence (Hughes et al., 2019). Third, validity of pairings influences 

EC. For instance, informing participants that the positive/negative behaviors (unconditioned 

stimuli) consistently paired with men (conditioned stimuli) were accidentally mixed-up 

reduced the EC effect compared to valid pairings (Moran et al., 2017). 2 Finally, these 

moderating effects were typically stronger on direct measures (i.e., ratings) than on indirect 

measures (e.g., Implicit Association Test; Hu et al., 2017; Moran & Bar-Anan, 2013; Zanon 

 
2 This procedure departs somewhat from typical EC in that it involves more socially relevant stimuli (i.e., 

descriptions of behaviors) instead of more minimal evaluative content (e.g., images).   
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et al., 2014). Some have interpreted this as evidence for dual-process models that attribute 

effects on direct measures to inferential processes and effects on indirect measures to 

associative processes (Rydell & McConnell, 2006). Others have explained these dissociations 

in terms of inferential processes only (De Houwer, 2018).   

In this work, we tested whether STT could similarly be influenced by relation, 

diagnosticity, and validity information. From an attributional perspective, STT should vary as 

a function of these factors that affect the perceived warrant for inference. A purely associative 

account, by contrast, predicts that STT should arise from the mere communicator-statement 

co-occurrence, regardless of such moderators. To gauge evidence in favor of associative 

processes, we also examined whether STT persists when logical grounds for inference are 

absent (e.g., Moran, 2024).  

Because both direct ratings and the indirect false recognition task have been used in 

prior STT research (usually in separate experiments), we also employed both measures in our 

research. The typical justification for using the indirect false recognition task in STT research 

is that, compared to direct ratings, it provides a purer index of associative processing (e.g., 

Goren & Todorov, 2009). From this perspective, one would expect that variables that 

influence attributional processes (such as the potential moderators that we tested) should have 

a smaller effect on false recognition performance than on direct ratings. However, we did not 

formulate this prediction for two reasons. First, from an attributional perspective, it is not 

necessarily the case that these variables have a smaller effect on indirect than on direct 

measures (see De Houwer et al., 2021, p. 878, for a discussion). Second, because participants 

in the false recognition task are instructed to judge whether a trait was mentioned rather than 

whether it fits the person, it might well be that recognition performance merely reflects 

memory processes rather than impression formation. We will not discuss this issue further 

here but will return to it in the General Discussion. 
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Testing predictions from attributional/associative accounts informs on the nature of 

STT as an empirical phenomenon (i.e., what facilitates the emergence of STT) and it 

constrains any cognitive future model of STT effects on which moderators should be 

considered in the model. Importantly, however, note that we did not aim to settle in a 

definitive manner the theoretical debate on whether STT is due to associative processes, 

attributional processes, or both. As can be seen in EC, findings supporting one view (e.g., 

propositional) can often be explained by the other (e.g., associative; see De Houwer et al., 

2013, 2020, 2021; Moran et al., 2023). Instead, our primary aim is to leverage the 

attributional perspective – a perspective that has been overlooked so far – to generate new 

predictions about STT moderators. 

The Present Work 

In a Preliminary Experiment, we replicated the typical STT effect using both rating 

and false recognition tasks (methods and results are available as Supplementary Materials). In 

Experiment 1, we examined the moderating role of the communicator-actor relation (friends 

or enemies). Experiment 2 assessed participants’ perception of statement diagnosticity (i.e., 

the extent to which a statement is diagnostic to assume the communicator has the implied 

trait)3, allowing us to assess its role in the STT effects of the Preliminary Experiment and 

Experiment 1, as well as the joint impact of relation and diagnosticity in Experiment 1. In 

Experiment 3, we manipulated validity by specifying whether the communicator formulated 

the statement (communicator-statement match) or not (mismatch). We tested the impact of 

validity and the joint impact of validity and diagnosticity. In Experiments 1-3, we used both 

 
3 This type of ‘communicator-based’ diagnosticity (i.e., whether communicating about someone else’s behavior 

indicates the communicator has the implied trait) departs from what could be coined as ‘actor-based’ 

diagnosticity (i.e., whether the behavior clearly indicates the actor has the implied trait). All the behavioral 

statements we selected to have high actor-based diagnosticity for the implied trait (see Experiment 1), that is, 

behaviors strongly evoked the implied trait about the actor. This placed us in the best position to observe STT 

effect if it were driven by automatic trait-communicator binding. 
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ratings and a false recognition task and thus tested the measure-dependency of effects. We 

also tested whether STT remained significant under conditions unfavorable to attributional 

processes. Finally, Experiment 4 followed up on the observation that the STT effect was 

descriptively reversed for low diagnostic traits (lower ratings for implied than non-implied 

trait). We tested whether, in case of low diagnostic traits, alternative traits were attributed to 

the communicator.  

All experiments were pre-registered on the Open Science Framework, including a 

priori theoretical reasoning, hypotheses, power estimations, procedures, and statistical 

analyses. Sample size determination, all data exclusions, all manipulations, all measures, and 

deviations from initial pre-registrations are explicitly reported. Pre-registration files, 

materials (stimuli, study code), data, data codebooks, and analytic (R) scripts for all 

experiments are publicly accessible at 

https://osf.io/9m7gz/?view_only=b910cced96304ffd8eee044256080472. Ethic approval was 

obtained from the ethical committee of the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences 

at Ghent University.  

Experiment 1 

In STT, communicators and actors are portrayed as acquaintances or without 

relational context. Building on findings from EC (Fiedler & Unkelbach, 2011), we tested 

whether the communicator-actor relationship (friends or enemies) alters STT effects. If STT 

depends on attributional processes, depicting the actor and communicator as friends (vs. 

enemies) would facilitate the inference that both are similar and thus that the actor’s behavior 

is informative about communicator’s traits.  

Method 

Deviation from the pre-registration 
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We pre-registered that relational information would influence both ratings and false 

recognition but also explored whether the former was influenced more than the latter. For all 

experiments, we opted for mixed-models as the primary analysis instead of OLS regressions 

(mixed-models were always pre-registered as an addition). We initially planned OLS 

regression to remain consistent with prior literature but ultimately decided to rely on mixed 

models because they offer greater robustness and generalizability and they can handle 

continuous within-participant variables (e.g., statement diagnosticity; Judd et al., 2012). For 

transparency and comparability purpose, OLS regression analyses are available in the 

Supplementary Materials (Table S2). To facilitate comparison with existing literature, we 

also report the residual STT effects (i.e., STT effects when logical grounds are not met, e.g., 

STT in the ‘enemies’ condition) in OLS regression (Table S8). We indicate when mixed 

model and OLS regression analyses lead to distinct conclusion. 

Participants and Design 

We based our sample size on a recent similar EC research (dz = 0.50, Högden & 

Unkelbach, 2021, Exp. 1). A sample of 200 participants would yield 99.87% power (two-

tailed paired t-test, α = 0.05) to detect both the smallest STT effect from our Preliminary 

Experiment (dz = 0.33; see Supplementary Materials) and the relational moderation effect (dz 

= 0.50). We recruited 199 participants (Mage = 41.22, SDage = 14.71, 81 women, 54 men, 4 

responded “other”) via Prolific Academic (£2.70 retribution).4 All were US citizens, native 

English speakers, first-time participants in our lab’s studies, and had an approval rate of ≥ 

98%. We used a 2 (Relation: friends vs. enemies) x 2 (Type of trait: correct implied vs. false 

implied) design for the false recognition task and a 2 (Relation: friends vs. enemies) x 3 

 
4 Small discrepancies between the planned and actual number of participants (e.g., 199 actual participants 

instead of the planned 200 in Experiment 1) were due to recruitment via Prolific Academic, where participants 

are sometimes counted without generating data (or vice versa). When this happened, counted only participants 

with data. Due to a programming error, demographic information was missing for 60 participants.  
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(Type of trait: implied vs. evaluatively congruent vs. evaluatively incongruent) design for the 

rating task. All variables were manipulated within participants. 

Materials 

We selected 36 behavioral statements, including 24 trait-implying statements and 12 

fillers (for a complete list, see Table S1). Trait-implying sentences described a behavior of a 

third party (e.g., “S/he left a 25% tip for the waitress”) implying, but not mentioning 

explicitly, a trait (e.g., “generous”; selected from Kruse & Degner, 2023; Uleman, 1988; Van 

Overwalle, 2012). The behavioral statements were pretested in priorly cited research to 

consensually evoke the implied trait for the actor of the behavior (i.e., it was listed by 

participants in > 66% of cases; see Table S1). Filler sentences described a behavior that 

explicitly mentioned the corresponding trait (e.g., “S/he confidently walked into the interview 

room”; the trait being “confident”; selected from Kruse & Degner, 2021, 2023). Half of 

statements referred to positive traits (e.g., “smart”) and half to negative traits (e.g., “nosy”). 

For communicators, we used photographs of female (18) or male (18) faces selected from the 

10k US Adult Faces Database (Bainbridge et al., 2013). Faces were all unknown (i.e., non-

celebrity) and varied in age (i.e., from 20-30 years to the 60+ category) and race (30 White 

faces, three Black faces, one South Asian face, and two Hispanic faces; see OSF repository 

for full details).  

Procedure 

Exposure Task. The experiment was programmed on Lab.js (Henninger et al., 2022) 

and was framed as a study on memory (Goren & Todorov, 2009). In the initial “memory 

task,” participants memorized pairs consisting of a face (communicator) and a statement. 

Statements were presented as a short excerpt from a longer interview in which 

communicators described the behavior of someone they knew. Participants were told that 

communicators were instructed to describe either a very good friend or a serious enemy. Each 
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face-statement pair was displayed with the label “friends” or “enemies” in a text box above it. 

To clarify that the communicator was referring to another person’s behavior, the gender of 

the actor was always opposite to the communicator. 

For each participant, 36 photograph-statement pairs (with N = 24 trait-implying and N 

= 12 filler statements) were presented once in random order. Each pair appeared for 8 

seconds with a 1-second inter-trial interval (Todorov & Uleman, 2003). Within each type 

(trait-implying and filler) and trait valence (positive/negative), the gender of the paired face 

and the relation label (friend/enemy) were randomized with a 50/50 distribution constrain. 

The 24 trait-implying statements could either be correct/false implied in the false recognition 

task (50/50 distribution). In the rating task, when used as control traits, they could either be 

congruent/incongruent (50/50 distribution). Because of randomization, minor imbalances 

may have occurred at the level of individual participants (e.g., more female faces or 

‘enemies’ label for correct implied trait) but proportions were fully balanced at the group 

level.  

False Recognition Task. In the “recognition task”, participants viewed faces from the 

previous phase paired with a word, which was either implied by the behavior shown with that 

face or implied by another person’s sentence (Todorov & Uleman, 2002). The photograph 

appeared at the center, the trait below, and “yes” and “no” response options at the bottom. 

Participants selected “yes” if they believed the word was part of the original sentence and 

“no” if it was not. For filler statements (N = 12), the trait explicitly mentioned always 

matched the face. For other statements, faces were paired with either the correct implied trait 

(N = 12) or a false implied trait from another face’s statement (N = 12). 

Rating Task. In the “rating task”, participants rated how much each face possessed 

three traits on a Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). One trait was always the one 

implied by the original statement (or the trait explicitly mentioned for fillers), while the other 
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two were distractors – an evaluatively congruent trait (same valence) and an incongruent trait 

(opposite valence) that were implied or filler traits from other trials (Carlston & Skowronski, 

2005). Trait combinations and order were randomized. Because the false recognition task 

always preceded the rating task, we tested whether the trait type (correct vs. false implied) in 

the former influenced STT in the latter (e.g., via priming; see Table S7 in Supplementary 

Materials). This did not have a significant effect in any experiment. 

Memory of relation. Participants reported whether each face had been labeled as 

“friends”, “enemies”, or whether they did not remember (full results on this exploratory 

variable are presented as Supplementary Materials Table S3). Finally, they completed 

exploratory questions (see Supplementary Materials), could leave comments, completed 

demographic questions, were debriefed, and received payment and contact information. 

Results 

Following our pre-registration, we excluded three participants with zero variance in 

their ratings and removed data from filler statements. If any control variable (e.g., trait 

valence, participants’ gender) significantly moderated the STT effect or other key effects, 

these are mentioned in the main text. The inclusion of control variables never changed the 

significance of the main effects of interest. As preregistered, we therefore report the results of 

the models that do not include these controls. Results on the exploratory variables and 

correlations between the false recognition and rating tasks are provided as Supplementary 

Materials (Tables S3 and S4). 

Data were analyzed using RStudio, version 1.4.1106 (RStudio Team, 2021). Mixed-

model analyses were performed using the lme4 package version 1.1-30 (false recognition 

task; Bates et al., 2015) and lmerTest package version 3.1-0 (rating task; Kuznetsova et al., 

2017). When STT moderation by relational information is non-significant in frequentist 

analyses, we report the Bayes Factor BF01 to assess evidence for a null effect (H0). We used 
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the JZS default Bayes factor (ttestBF function) from the BayesFactor R package (version 

0.9.12-4.2; Morey et al., 2015), applying a Cauchy prior distribution with the r scale √2/2 

(Rouder et al., 2009). Bayes factors interpretation follows Lee and Wagenmakers's (2014) 

classification. 

False Recognition Task 

We ran a logistic mixed-model with trait type (false implied = -0.5, correct implied = 

0.5) and relational information (enemies = -0.5, friends = 0.5) as fixed effects. This model 

predicted the log-odds of answering ‘yes’ (1) or ‘no’ (0). A STT effect would be a higher rate 

of ‘yes’ responses (false recognition) for correct implied traits compared to false implied 

traits. We also estimated the random slopes for trait type and relation, with participants and 

statements as random factors. 

The likelihood of ‘yes’ responses was higher for correct implied (M = 0.23, SD = 

0.15) than for false implied traits (M = 0.19, SD = 0.13), B = 0.45 (0.09), z = 5.00, p < .0015, 

indicating a STT effect. Contrary to our prediction, this effect was very similar in the 

‘friends’ (Mcorrect = 0.23, SDcorrect = 0.15, Mfalse = 0.18, SDfalse = 0.13) and ‘enemies’ 

conditions (Mcorrect = 0.23, SDcorrect = 0.15, Mfalse = 0.20, SDfalse = 0.13), B = 0.19 (0.15), z = 

1.31, p = .19, BF01 = 8.84. 

Rating Task 

We estimated a mixed-model with trait type (implied vs. evaluatively congruent vs. 

evaluatively incongruent) and relational information (enemies = -0.5, friends = 0.5) as fixed 

effects, and ratings as the outcome measure. Trait type was coded using two orthogonal 

contrast codes: quadratic contrast (C1: implied = 2/3, evaluatively congruent = -1/3, 

evaluatively incongruent = -1/3) and linear contrast (C2: implied = 0, evaluatively congruent 

 
5 In the case of logistic mixed-models, B represents the change in log-odds of the outcome per unit increase in 

the predictor and the value in parenthesis is the standard deviation of this parameter. We did not compute the 

effect sizes for the mixed-model analyses given the lack of consensus on this matter (Correll et al., 2021). Effect 

sizes for OLS regression can be found in Table S2 (Supplementary Materials). 
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= 1/2, evaluatively incongruent = -1/2). While the first contrast (C1) tests the STT effect (i.e., 

higher ratings for implied than non-implied traits), the second contrast (C2) explores a 

potential valence congruency effect (e.g., higher ratings for evaluatively congruent than 

incongruent traits). We estimated random slopes for trait type and relational information, with 

participants and statements as random factors.  

The average STT effect comparing the ratings for implied (Mimplied = 3.87, SDimplied = 

1.60) vs. evaluatively congruent and incongruent traits considered jointly (contrast C1; Mcong 

= 3.84, SDcong = 1.57, Mincong = 3.78, SDincong = 1.58), did not emerge B = 0.06 (0.06), t(23.21) 

= 1.10, p = .28. STT emerged when relying on OLS regression, that is, when dismissing 

variability stemming from statements (see Supplementary Material Table S2).6 The 

difference of rating between evaluatively congruent and incongruent traits was not 

significant, B = 0.05 (0.04), t(26.06) = 1.36, p = .19 (contrast C2).  

The STT effect was not significantly larger in the ‘friends’ (Mimplied = 3.88, SDimplied = 

1.59, Mcong = 3.82, SDcong = 1.58, Mincong = 3.79, SDincong = 1.59) than ‘enemies’ condition 

(Mimplied = 3.86, SDimplied = 1.60, Mcong = 3.85, SDcong = 1.56, Mincong = 3.78, SDincong = 1.57), B 

= 0.03 (0.06), t(56.40) = 0.52, p = .61, BF01 = 9.91. Interestingly, the STT by relation 

interaction was moderated by the exploratory variable of relation memory when adding this 

variable as a fixed factor in the model (incorrect = -0.5 vs. correct = 0.5 ; see Supplementary 

Materials Table S3) so that the expected interaction emerged for participants with correct 

memory, B = 0.19 (0.10), t(406.30) = 1.97, p = .0497, but not those with incorrect memory, B 

= -0.05 (0.07), t(123.70) = 0.75, p = .45. Considering only participants with correct memory, 

the residual STT effect in the ‘enemies’ condition did not emerge, B = 0.01 (0.08), t(101.60) 

 
6 Additional mixed-model analyses revealed that the STT effect significantly varied across statements, χ2 = 

37.96, p < .001.This variability was also significant in the Preliminary Experiment, χ2 = 46.07, p < .001. 
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= 0.11, p = .91 – the STT effect emerged in the ‘friends’ condition, B = 0.20 (0.09), t(59.25) 

= 2.35, p = .02.  

Finally, the valence of the traits moderated the STT by relational information 

interaction so that the interaction was larger for positive than for negative traits, B = 0.28 

(0.12), t(83.63) = 2.45, p = .016.7 When considering only positive traits, the interaction 

between STT and relational information was significant, B = 0.17 (0.08), t(87.87) = 2.09, p = 

.040, while it was not significant for negative traits, B = -0.11 (0.08),  t(87.95) = 1.31, p = 

.19. Considering only positive traits, the residual STT effect in the ‘enemies’ condition did 

not emerge, B = -0.05 (0.08), t(26.25) = 0.65, p = .52 – nor the STT effect in the ‘friends’ 

condition, B = 0.12 (0.10), t(22.69) = 1.23, p = .23. 

Discussion 

STT emerged in false recognition but not in the rating task. The communicator-actor 

relationship did not significantly influence STT on false recognition. In the rating task, 

moderation occurred only for accurate recall of relational information and positively valenced 

statements. Hence, we found only limited evidence for a moderation of STT by relational 

information. The strong variation in STT across statements suggests that an important 

statement-level boundary condition, with some statements facilitating STT.  

One possible interpretation is that some statements were perceived as more diagnostic 

than others for attributing the implied trait to the communicator. From an attributional 

perspective, STT should arise only for statements that are diagnostic for inferring traits of the 

communicator. Moreover, relational information could matter only when statements allow for 

trait inference in the first place (high diagnostic). In sum, relational information and 

diagnosticity might jointly influence STT effects. We assessed statements’ diagnosticity in 

 
7 Valence did not emerge as a moderator in later studies. 
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Experiment 2 to retrospectively assess the role of diagnosticity in the Preliminary Experiment 

and Experiment 1.  

Experiment 2 

Experiment 2 involved participants rating the diagnosticity of behavioral statements 

for inferring the communicators’ traits. We also pre-tested the planned validity manipulation 

for Experiment 3 by varying whether the statement matched the communicator (paired with 

the communicator who formulated it) or mismatched (paired with a different communicator). 

We expected higher diagnosticity judgments for ‘match’ trials.  

Method 

Deviation from the pre-registration 

In the pre-registration of Experiment 2, we focused on the effect of statement 

diagnosticity on the main STT effect in both the Preliminary Experiment and Experiment 1. 

After collecting data for Experiment 2, we decided to also test the joint effect of diagnosticity 

and relational information on the STT (i.e., the three-way interaction).  

Participants and Design 

A sample of 100 participants provides 80% of power to detect a validity effect 

(pretested manipulation) on diagnosticity ratings of dz = 0.25 (two-tailed t-test for paired 

samples with a 5% false-positive rate). We ended up with 101 participants (Mage = 35.91, 

SDage = 14.17, 74 women, 24 men, 3 responded “other”). Recruitment and pre-selection 

criteria were the same as before except participants were paid £1.20. We relied on a within-

participant design with Validity (match vs. mismatch) as the only variable. 

Materials and Procedure 

The experiment was programmed using jsPsych (de Leeuw, 2015). Participants were 

presented with the 36 photograph-statement pairs (generated following the same constrains as 

before). Each trial included the word “MATCH” (green) or “MISMATCH” (red) displayed in 
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uppercase above the pair. They were informed that “MATCH” indicated the behavioral 

statement was formulated by the paired communicator (i.e., valid pair), while “MISMATCH” 

meant the statement was formulated by a different communicator displayed in another pair 

during the exposure phase (i.e., invalid pair). Full instructions are available in the 

Supplementary Materials. 

Participants were instructed to carefully examine all the information on the screen, 

including the communicator, the behavioral description, and the match/mismatch 

information. They then rated how useful (i.e., diagnostic) the information was for drawing 

conclusions about the communicator’s personality (e.g., “To what extent is this information 

useful to draw a conclusion about whether the person in the photograph is [trait]?”) on a scale 

from 0 (not useful at all) to 10 (very useful). The question appeared at the bottom of the 

screen alongside the communicator’s photograph, the statement, and the match/mismatch 

information. 

Results 

We excluded three participants with zero variance in diagnosticity ratings. The 

analysis comprised two parts: (1) testing statement-level diagnosticity as a moderator of prior 

STT effects and (2) examining the pretested impact of match/mismatch information on 

diagnosticity ratings.  

Re-analysis of Preliminary Experiment and Experiment 1 

Ratings from “match” trials were used to calculate the average diagnosticity for each 

statement.8 Higher scores indicated greater diagnosticity for inferring the communicator’s 

possession of the corresponding trait. Scores ranged from 3.50 (“S/he took the elevator up 

 
8 We also computed a score for ‘mismatch’ trials and tested whether the statement diagnosticity, for these trials, 

moderated the observed effects in the Preliminary Experiment and Experiment 1. No significant moderation of 

the statement diagnosticity emerged when using this continuous score. This makes sense because, logically 

speaking, statements that were not given by the communicator should always be low in diagnosticity for 

inferring traits of the communicator.  
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one flight” for ‘lazy’) to 5.78 (“S/he watched her/his neighbor's house to see who came and 

went” for ‘nosy’). We then used this score in re-analyzing STT effects from Preliminary 

Experiment (presented as Supplementary Materials) and Experiment 1.  

Variables used the same contrast coding as before, with continuous diagnosticity 

mean-centered. Mixed-models were identical to prior analyses but included statement 

diagnosticity as a fixed effect. 

Preliminary Experiment. In the false recognition task, the STT effect was not 

moderated by statement diagnosticity, B = -0.03 (0.10), z = 0.36, p = .72. In the rating task, 

the STT effect was moderated by statement diagnosticity, B = 0.16 (0.06), t(22.54) = 2.44, p 

= .023, so that the more diagnostic the statement the larger the STT effect (see Figure 1, left 

panel). No residual STT emerged for low diagnostic statements (-1SD), B = 0.08 (0.06), 

t(29.59) = 1.37, p = .18 – the STT effect emerged for high diagnostic statements (+1SD), B = 

0.28 (0.06), t(29.61) = 4.59, p < .001. 

Experiment 1. In the false recognition task, we did not observe moderation of the 

STT effect by statement diagnosticity, B = -0.03 (0.14), z = 0.23, p = .82. Similarly, there was 

no three-way interaction when considering the relational information, B = 0.16 (0.24), z = 

0.66, p = .51. In the rating task, statement diagnosticity did not moderate the STT effect, B = 

0.14 (0.09), t(21.99) = 1.64, p = .11, but we did observe a three-way interaction, B = 0.24 

(0.09), t(111.89) = 2.63, p = .010 (see Figure 1, right panel). For highly diagnostic traits, the 

STT effect was larger for ‘friends’ than ‘enemies’ trials, B = 0.18 (0.08), t(155.99) = 2.23, p 

= .030. For low diagnostic traits, the interaction between the STT effect and the relational 

information was not significant, B = -0.12 (0.08), t(117.21) = 1.44, p = .15. Moreover, in the 

‘friends’ condition, the STT effect was moderated by statement diagnosticity, B = 0.26 (0.10), 

t(23.97) = 2.62, p = .015, so that the higher the statement diagnosticity the larger the STT 

effect. As depicted in Figure 1, the STT effect descriptively, but not significantly, B = -0.09 
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(0.09), t(24.68) = 0.98, p = .33, reversed for low diagnostic statements in the ‘friends’ 

condition. In the ‘enemies’ condition, this interaction was not significant, B = 0.02 (0.10), 

t(23.52) = 0.23, p = .82. No residual STT emerged for low diagnostic statements (-1SD), B = 

-0.03 (0.08), t(22.17) = 0.37, p = .72 (when considering both ‘friends’ and ‘enemies’ 

conditions) 9and STT did also not emerge for high diagnostic statements (+1SD), B = 0.15 

(0.08), t(21.89) = 1.97, p = .062. Similarly, no residual STT emerged for the ‘enemies’ 

condition, t(24.83) = 0.74, p = .47 (when considering all statements) and STT did also not 

emerge for the ‘friends’ condition, B = 0.07 (0.06), t(23.86) = 1.21, p = .24. 

 

Figure 1 

STT effect in the rating task (rating correct - false implied scores) at the trait level, as a 

function of the statement diagnosticity in the Preliminary Experiment (left panel) and as a 

function of relational information (friends vs. enemies) in Experiment 1 (right panel) 

 

Note. The STT effect is represented by the difference in ratings for the implied traits (i.e., 

traits implied by the behavioral statement of the communicator) and for the non-implied traits 

(i.e., evaluatively congruent and incongruent traits implied by other behavioral statement of 

 
9 This residual effect emerged in the opposite direction (reversed STT) in OLS regression (see Table S8).  
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other communicators). A difference in ratings above zero represents an STT effect and below 

zero a reversed STT effect. Grey areas represent the 95% confidence intervals.  

 

Effect of Validity Information on Diagnosticity Ratings 

We employed a mixed-model with validity (mismatch = -0.5, match = 0.5) as a fixed 

effect, including its random slope for participants and traits. Diagnosticity ratings served as 

the outcome measure. Perceived diagnosticity was higher for ‘match’ (M = 4.79, SD = 3.06) 

than ‘mismatch’ trials (M = 2.43, SD = 2.65), B = 2.36 (0.22), t(103.02) = 10.48, p < .001. 

Independent of the match/mismatch information, positive (vs. negative) traits were evaluated 

as more diagnostic, B = 0.26 (0.12), t(34.08) = 2.13, p = .040. 

Discussion 

Statements diagnosticity moderated STT in the Preliminary Experiment, as measured 

by ratings. In Experiment 1, we observed a joint impact of diagnosticity and relational 

information: STT in the rating task was strongest with a ‘friends’ relation and highly 

diagnostic statements. If either the relation or diagnosticity was suboptimal for making 

inferences about the traits of the communicator, STT effects were weaker. Note that in the 

Preliminary Experiment, the communicator and actor were always said to be acquaintances, 

which is similar to the ‘friends’ condition of Experiment 1. It is therefore encouraging to see 

statement diagnosticity moderated STT in the rating task in both the Preliminary Experiment 

and the ‘friends’ condition of Experiment 1. 

We did not, however, find any impact of the moderators in the false recognition task. 

This dissociation will be further addressed in the general discussion section.  

Experiment 3 

Experiment 3 employed the pretested validity (match/mismatch) manipulation during 

the exposure phase. According to an attributional perspective, (a) validity should influence 
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the STT effect by facilitating (valid) or preventing (invalid) rule-based reasoning and (b) this 

effect should depend on the diagnosticity of the statements. Specifically, STT should be 

largest when the communicator matches with the statement and when the statement is highly 

diagnostic for attributing the implied trait.  

Method 

Deviation from the pre-registration 

None. 

Participants and Design 

The design of Experiment 3 mirrored that of Experiment 1, with the addition of 

statements diagnosticity (within-participants; mean-centered). We planned 200 participants 

for 80% power and dz = 0.18 (two-tailed paired t-test, 5% false-positive rate). A total of 201 

participants were recruited (Mage = 35.94, SDage = 11.74, 93 women, 100 men, 6 responded 

“other”, and 2 preferred not to say). Recruitment and pre-selection criteria were consistent 

with previous experiments (retribution of £2.80).  

Materials and Procedure 

The materials and procedure were identical to Experiment 1, except that relational 

information (friends/enemies) was replaced by validity information indicating the 

match/mismatch between the communicator and the behavioral statement. Prior to the 

exposure phase, participants received instructions about the match/mismatch information 

identical to Experiment 2.  

Exposure trials followed the same time course as in Experiment 2. Of the 36 

photograph-statement pairs, half were randomly assigned the “MATCH” label (green) and 

the other half the “MISMATCH” label (red). Following the false recognition and rating tasks, 

participants were asked to recall, for each face, whether it was presented with a “MATCH” 
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label, a “MISMATCH” label, or if they did not remember. However, due to a programming 

error, responses for this task were not recorded. 

Results 

We excluded four participants with zero variance in ratings. We applied the same 

analytical strategy as in Experiment 1, focusing on validity instead of relational information. 

False Recognition Task 

The likelihood of “yes” responses was higher for correct implied (M = 0.23, SD = 

0.14) than for false implied traits (M = 0.18, SD = 0.13), B = 0.49 (0.10), z = 5.13, p < .001. 

This STT effect was not significantly larger in the ‘match’ (Mcorrect = 0.23, SDcorrect = 0.13, 

Mfalse = 0.18, SDfalse = 0.12) than in the ‘mismatch’ condition (Mcorrect = 0.23, SDcorrect = 0.14, 

Mfalse = 0.18, SDfalse = 0.13), B = 0.19 (0.14), z = 1.38, p = .17, BF01 = 6.99. When adding the 

diagnosticity score in the mixed-model, this variable did not moderate the STT effect, B = 

0.15 (0.15), z = 1.05, p = .29, or its interaction with validity, B = 0.02 (0.22), z = 0.10, p = 

.92.  

Rating Task 

 Ratings for implied (Mimplied = 4.03, SDimplied = 1.63) vs. evaluatively congruent and 

incongruent traits considered jointly (contrast C1; Mcong = 3.94, SDcong = 1.60, Mincong = 3.91, 

SDincong = 1.60), did not differ B = 0.11 (0.07), t(30.69) = 1.46, p = .15. As in Experiment 1, 

the STT effect did emerge when relying on OLS regression (see Supplementary Material).10 

The difference of rating between evaluatively congruent and incongruent traits was not 

significant, B = 0.03 (0.04), t(33.37) = 0.88, p = .38 (contrast C2).  

STT was not significantly larger in the ‘match’ condition (Mimplied = 4.04, SDimplied = 

1.65, Mcong = 3.95, SDcong = 1.60, Mincong = 3.91, SDincong = 1.60) as compared to the 

 
10 As in Experiment 1, additional mixed-model analyses revealed that the STT effect significantly varied across 

traits, χ2 = 76.89, p < .001. 
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‘mismatch’ condition (Mimplied = 4.02, SDimplied = 1.62, Mcong = 3.92, SDcong = 1.59, Mincong = 

3.90, SDincong = 1.60), B = 0.01 (0.07), t(37.10) = 0.19, p = .85, BF01 = 12.37. When adding 

the diagnosticity score in the mixed-model, it did not significantly moderate the STT effect 

on its own, B = 0.19 (0.10), t(22.09) = 1.84, p = .08. However, there was a three-way 

interaction between STT, match/mismatch information, and statement diagnosticity, B = 0.22 

(0.10), t(45.76) = 2.23, p = .03, indicating a joint impact of both moderators on STT (see 

Figure 2). A first way to interpret this is that the interaction between STT and validity depend 

on statement diagnosticity. For high diagnostic traits, STT was descriptively but not 

statistically larger for ‘match’ than ‘mismatch’ trials, B = 0.15 (0.09), t(47.50) = 1.71, p = 

.094. For low diagnostic traits, the interaction between STT and match/mismatch information 

was also not significant, B = -0.13 (0.09), t(47.19) = 1.42, p = .16, but descriptively in the 

opposite direction. As can be seen in Figure 2, the STT effect descriptively, but not 

significantly, B = -0.07 (0.12), t(25.73) = 0.62, p = .54, reversed for low diagnostic 

statements in the ‘match’ condition. Another way to present the three-way interaction is to 

say that the interaction between STT and diagnosticity depended on validity. In the ‘match’ 

condition, STT was moderated by statement diagnosticity, B = 0.29 (0.13), t(22.12) = 2.21, p 

= .037, so that the higher the statement diagnosticity the larger the STT. In ‘mismatch’ 

condition, this interaction was not significant, B = 0.08 (0.09), t(25.29) = 0.83, p = .41.  

Finally, no residual STT emerged for low diagnostic statements (-1SD), B = -0.01 

(0.10), t(26.22) = 0.13, p = .90 (when considering both ‘match’ and ‘mismatch’ conditions) 

while STT did emerge for high diagnostic statements (+1SD), B = 0.23 (0.10), t(21.87) = 

2.37, p = .02. Similarly, no residual STT emerged in the ‘mismatch’ condition, B = 0.10 
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(0.06), t(31.03) = 1.60, p = .12 (when considering all statements) and it also did not emerge in 

‘match’ condition, B = 0.11 (0.08), t(22.32) = 1.37, p = .18. 11 

 

Figure 2 

STT effect in the rating task (rating correct - false implied scores) at the trait level, as a 

function of the validity information (match vs. mismatch) and statement diagnosticity in 

Experiment 3 

 

Note. The STT effect is represented by the difference in ratings for the implied trait (i.e., the 

trait implied by the behavioral statement of the communicator) and for the non-implied traits 

(i.e., evaluatively congruent and incongruent traits implied by other behavioral statement of 

other communicators). A difference in ratings above zero represents an STT effect and below 

zero a reversed STT effect. Grey areas represent the 95% confidence intervals.  

 

Discussion 

Again, we did not observe clear effects of each moderator separately but a clear joint 

impact in the rating task: STT was strongest when conditions for making inferences about the 

 
11 In OLS regression, the residual STT effect did emerge in the opposite direction (reversed STT) for low 

diagnostic statements and it also emerged in the typical direction for the ‘mismatch’ condition (see Table S8). 



TRAIT TRANSFERENCE FROM AN ATTRIBUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

28 

traits of the communicator were optimal, that is, when both validity and diagnosticity were 

high. Once more, we found no impact of the moderators on STT in the false recognition task.   

 Interestingly, for low-diagnostic statements in the ‘match’ condition, the implied trait 

descriptively (but not significantly) received lower ratings than non-implied traits (reversed 

STT effect; see Figure 2). Such reversal was also (descriptively, not significantly) present in 

the ‘friends’ condition of Experiment 1 (cf. re-analysis in Experiment 2; see Figure 1). This 

suggests that when some logical bases are met for inferring the implied trait – the 

communicator and actor are friends, the behavioral description was provided by the 

communicator – but the behavioral statement is not diagnostic to attribute the implied trait to 

the communicator, participants might infer other traits. Consistent with the gossiping 

literature, alternative attributions might reflect a “what kind of person would say this” 

reasoning. For example, if a communicator describes someone behaving in a lazy way, 

participants may not attribute the trait ‘lazy’ but rather the trait ‘judgmental’, as judgmental 

individuals are more likely to share information about others’ laziness. Hence, participants 

may infer the traits of the communicator not based on the behavior of the actor but based on 

the behavior of the communicator, that is, the fact that the communicator intentionally 

described a specific behavior. This possibility was tested in Experiment 4.  

Experiment 4 

We first ran two pilot studies to identify possible alternative traits that can be inferred 

from low-diagnosticity statements. Put differently, we relied on statements that do not allow 

for an inference about the implied trait but that do allow for an inference of another trait. We 

then presented these statements in Experiment 4 and examined whether participants attribute 

alternative traits in the STT context. We only included the rating task to shorten the task.   

Method 

Deviation from the pre-registration 
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We pre-registered a test comparing the alternative vs. non-implied trait but we 

additionally tested the alternative vs. implied traits comparison and the effect of the 

continuous variable of statements diagnosticity.  

Participants and Design 

The design mirrored that of Experiment 1, with the addition of a fourth trait type 

(implied vs. alternative vs. non-implied positive vs. non-implied negative; within-

participants). The smallest STT effect size observed in previous studies for the rating task 

was dz = 0.19. Anticipating smaller effects for alternative traits, we aimed for 300 

participants, providing 80% power to detect an effect of dz = 0.14 (paired t-test, 5% false 

positive rate). We ended up with 304 participants (Mage = 39.58, SDage = 12.39, 149 women, 

154 men, and 1 responded “other”). Recruitment and pre-selection criteria remained the 

same, except participants were compensated with £1.40. 

Materials and Procedure 

The experiment was programmed using jsPsych (de Leeuw, 2015). The procedure 

followed Experiments 1-3 but differed in three ways: (1) only the rating task was included; 

(2) we presented the 36 statements in the exposure task but only used low-diagnosticity 

statements for ratings (i.e., 12 lowest diagnostic statements from Experiment 2); (3) 

participants rated faces on four traits: implied, non-implied positive, non-implied negative, 

and “alternative”.12 

The alternative trait for each statement was identified through two pilot studies, using 

procedures similar to those employed for identifying implied traits attributed to actors (Van 

Overwalle et al., 2012; see Supplementary Materials). In the first study (N = 41), participants 

listed traits they would attribute to the communicator for the 12 lowest-diagnosticity face-

 
12 We used non-implied “positive” and “negative” terminology because a non-implied trait could be evaluatively 

congruent with an implied trait (e.g., cautious) but evaluatively incongruent with the corresponding alternative 

trait (e.g., critical). 
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statement pairs (see Table S5). In the second study (N = 50), participants rated 

communicators on the four most cited traits (excluding the implied trait, if cited). The 

highest-rated trait was selected as the “alternative” trait.  

Results 

We excluded one participant with zero rating variance and used the same analytical 

strategy with adapted contrast codes. First, we tested the crucial effect of the alternative trait 

compared to non-implied congruent and incongruent traits (C1: implied = 0, alternative = 2/3, 

non-implied congruent = -1/3, non-implied incongruent = -1/3) and the typical STT effect 

(C2: implied = 2/3, alternative = 0, non-implied congruent = -1/3, non-implied incongruent = 

-1/3). Second, we explored valence effects by comparing ratings for non-implied congruent 

vs. incongruent traits (C3: implied = 0, alternative = 0, non-implied congruent = 1/2, non-

implied incongruent = -1/2). Congruency tests were conducted separately for implied and 

alternative traits, as some traits were congruent for one but incongruent for the other. Third, 

we explored whether participants attributed higher ratings to the alternative vs. implied traits 

(C4: implied = 1/2, alternative = -1/2, non-implied positive = 0, non-implied negative = 0) 

and tested if this effect varied as a function of the continuous diagnosticity score. 

 Ratings for alternative traits (Malternative = 3.65, SDalternative = 1.37) were higher than for 

non-implied congruent and incongruent traits considered jointly (contrast C1; Mpos = 3.53, 

SDpos = 1.34, Mneg = 3.73, SDneg = 1.58), B = 0.52 (0.09), t(11.00) = 5.69, p < .001. Ratings 

for implied traits (Mimplied = 3.01, SDimplied = 1.61) did not significantly differ from ratings for 

non-implied congruent and incongruent, B = -0.12 (0.19), t(11.49) = 0.61, p = .56.13 The 

difference between evaluatively congruent and incongruent traits (contrast C3) was not 

significant when considering evaluative congruence for both alternative traits, B = 0.44 

(0.21), t(11.20) = 2.11, p = .06, and implied traits, B = -0.05 (0.24), t(11.07) = 0.19, p = .85.  

 
13 The residual STT effect emerged in the opposite direction (reversed STT) in OLS regression (see Table S8).  



TRAIT TRANSFERENCE FROM AN ATTRIBUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

31 

Finally, alternative traits received higher ratings as compared to implied traits, B = 

0.64 (0.16), t(11.99) = 3.89, p = .002  (contrast C4). When adding the diagnosticity score 

from Experiment 2, statement diagnosticity moderated the observed difference between 

alternative and implied traits, B = -0.91 (0.34), t(10.00) = 2.68, p = .023. Specifically, the 

lower the diagnosticity for the implied trait, the larger the advantage for alternative traits (see 

Figure 3). For very low diagnostic traits (-1SD), ratings for alternative traits were higher than 

for implied traits, B = 0.98 (0.18), t(10.69) = 5.32, p < .001. For higher diagnostic traits 

(+1SD), this difference was not significant, B = 0.29 (0.18), t(10.70) = 1.59, p = .14.  

 

Figure 3 

Average ratings for each trait, as a function of the type of trait (alternative vs. implied) and 

statement diagnosticity for the implied trait in Experiment 4 

 

Note. Grey areas represent the 95% confidence intervals.  

 

Discussion 

In Experiment 4, communicators were attributed traits not directly implied by the 

actor’s behavior but by the act of communicating about that behavior (e.g., a communicator 

discussing someone’s smart behavior was seen as “proud”). Ratings for these alternative 

traits exceeded those for the implied trait (e.g., “smart”) and other non-implied traits (e.g., 
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“creative”). The main STT effect, considering only low-diagnostic traits, did not emerge, 

though ratings for the implied trait increased with its diagnosticity. Higher diagnosticity did 

not reduce effects for alternative traits, suggesting that a single behavioral statement can 

evoke multiple trait attributions. In sum, impressions of the communicator extend beyond the 

actor’s behavior, reflecting attributions in terms of “what kind of person would say this”. 

General Discussion 

We explored several implications of the idea that STT effects are due to attributional 

processes. In Experiments 1-3, we tested three moderators: relational information, 

diagnosticity, and validity. Contrary to our expectations, none had a clear, replicable effect in 

isolation. However, STT in the rating task consistently depended on their joint influence. This 

aligns with an attributional perspective: participants infer that the communicator possesses 

the implied trait only when they are similar to the actor (i.e., friends), the statement is 

diagnostic, and the communicator formulated it. If any of these conditions are unmet, logical 

grounds for making trait inferences are undermined. When statements had low diagnosticity, 

the STT effect descriptively (but not significantly) reversed (see ‘friends’ and ‘match’ 

conditions in Experiments 1 and 3). Experiment 4 showed that in such cases, participants 

attributed alternative traits – derived not from the described behavior but from the 

communicator’s act of sharing it. 

Across Experiments 1-4, no residual STT effects appeared in the rating task under 

conditions unfavorable to attribution processes (e.g., ‘enemies’ condition, low-diagnostic 

statements, or ‘mismatch’ condition) while STT still emerged under these illogical conditions 

in the false recognition task. Below, we discuss empirical and theoretical contributions.  

Empirical contributions 

A key contribution is clarifying STT as an empirical phenomenon. On the one hand, 

the rating task showed that attributing the implied trait to the communicator – the STT effect 
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– relies on the combination of relational information, diagnosticity, and validity. 

Diagnosticity was pivotal, with high-diagnosticity statements amplifying STT and 

strengthening the effect of other attributional moderators. Future STT research should 

prioritize such statements to enhance methodological power. 

On the other hand, trait attribution in STT stems from the act of communication itself. 

Impressions depend on the communicator’s choice to highlight specific behaviors. When a 

described behavior suggests a trait applicable to both the actor and communicator (e.g., “S/he 

watched their neighbor’s house” implying nosiness for both actor and communicator), classic 

STT occurs. However, some behaviors do not logically transfer the implied trait to the 

communicator (e.g., “S/he took the elevator up one flight” implies laziness to the actor but 

not the communicator). In this case, an alternative trait (e.g., judgmental) are attributed, based 

on the communicator’s intent (e.g., criticizing the actor). Overall, our findings suggest that 

STT is an instance of spontaneous attribution based on a communicative intent, rather than a 

fixed trait transference involving the trait directly implied by the described behavior.  

The fact that STT is a function of the communicator’s behavior suggests STT closely 

resembles other attributional effects like gossiping and Spontaneous Trait Inference (STI). In 

gossiping, discussing someone’s immoral behavior enhances the communicator’s positive 

impression (Peters & Kashima, 2015). In STI, actors describing their own actions (e.g., “I 

helped a lady cross the street”) create trait-based impressions of themselves (e.g., helpful). 

Both effects stem from logical reasoning about the target’s intentions (e.g., a communicator 

warning about others’ immorality; an actor helping others). Thus, STT involves attributions 

based on the communicator’s intent, as in gossiping, but we extend this by showing that 

communicative acts can elicit specific trait attributions. Experiment 4 confirmed these 

attributions were not merely valence-based, as no valence congruency effect emerged. Like 
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STI, STT involves inferring traits from behavior, but it focuses on communication about 

others’ behavior.  

Notably, attributional moderators influenced STT in the direct rating task but not the 

indirect false recognition task. On the one hand, the moderation effects observed in the rating 

task further support the idea that STT, as EC, is not simply a product of co-occurrence, but 

depends heavily on context. On the other hand, the direct/indirect dissociation mirrors EC 

research, where relational information typically has a larger effect on direct measures (e.g., 

self-reported liking) than on indirect ones (e.g., Implicit Association Tests), which would 

primarily capture stimulus co-occurrence (Hu et al., 2017; Moran & Bar-Anan, 2013; Zanon 

et al., 2014; but see Hughes et al., 2019; Moran, 2024). The robustness of our analyses and 

large sample sizes reinforces these findings. We revisit this point in the next section. 

Finally, our data did not show a residual STT effect in the rating task, unlike previous 

studies where such effects persisted despite instructions to ignore them (Carlston & 

Skowronski, 2005) or when communicator-statement pairings were said to be random 

(Skowronski et al., 1998). This discrepancy may reflect methodological differences. For 

example, earlier participants might have doubted or reinterpreted instructions (e.g., that 

communicators were assigned randomly to statements), allowing rule-based attributions to 

influence STT. Of note, the use of mixed models in our work, compared to OLS regression in 

prior work, does not seem to explain the difference in residual STT (see Table S8). Overall, 

while we found no residual STT effect, given the evidence for residual STT effects in earlier 

studies, more research is needed to settle this issue. 

Theoretical Contributions  

Results from the rating task, showing moderator effects without residual STT, 

challenge the view that STT stems solely from unqualified associations between the 

communicator and implied trait (e.g., Skowronski et al., 1998). Stronger attributions for 
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alternative traits further suggest participants infer communicator traits based on the act of 

communication itself. When a rule-based reasoning in terms of communicator-actor 

similarity is plausible (high-diagnostic statements; heuristic: “people discuss behaviors they 

approve of or exhibit”), the implied trait is attributed to the communicator. When this 

reasoning fails (low-diagnostic traits), participants rely on alternative reasoning (heuristic: 

“what kind of person would say that?”). One might argue that effects for the alternative traits 

stem from different mechanisms than effects for the implied traits. Hence, the former might 

not inform us about the latter. However, such an account is more parsimonious in that a 

single attributional mechanism (i.e., inferences based on the communicator’s behavior) can 

explain both classic STT in case of high-diagnostic statements (and how it is moderated) and 

reversed STT in case of low-diagnostic statements (with attributions on alternative traits).  

The discrepancy between false recognition and rating tasks can be explained in at 

least two ways. First, from an attributional perspective, propositional information may be less 

relevant for indirect tasks like false recognition than for direct tasks like rating (Bading et al., 

2019). Indeed, moderators affecting logical attribution should only influence tasks requiring 

such reasoning. In false recognition, participants judge whether a trait was linked to a 

communicator, not whether they possess it, making relational and truth information 

irrelevant. One could even argue that false recognition does not index impression formation 

at all. Research on false memories shows that implied lures (e.g., unpresented but implied 

words; Roediger & McDermott, 1995) can distort recall, suggesting that false recognition 

effects may stem from memory processes rather than impression formation. Thus, while the 

false recognition task is a valuable tool for assessing spontaneous encoding of a trait (i.e., 

remembering that the person goes together with the trait), it may be inefficient to capture 

impression formation (i.e., whether the communicator possesses the trait). As a result, task 

differences likely reflect variations in how well they capture impression formation vs. mere 
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trait memory. Second, STT effects may involve both propositional and associative processes. 

Dual-process models suggest that direct tasks reflect propositional (attributional) reasoning, 

while indirect tasks rely on associative mechanisms (e.g., McConnell & Rydell, 2014). For 

STT, this implies that rating task effects stem from rule-based, attributional reasoning, 

whereas false recognition effects result from associative mechanisms.  

One way to distinguish between these explanations is to replicate our findings with 

indirect measures known to capture relational or validity information (e.g., Cummins & De 

Houwer, 2022). If propositional moderators influence other indirect impression formation 

measures, their absence in false recognition may be task-specific. Alternatively, studies could 

examine whether false recognition reflects impression formation or trait memory by testing 

whether performance aligns with false memory moderators (e.g., Todorov & Uleman, 2003) 

rather than impression formation moderators. 

Finally, our findings suggest a similarity between processes underlying STT and EC, 

as both appear – at least partly – driven by attributional/propositional processes. This 

theoretical alignment bridges research domains often treated separately, such as impression 

formation and evaluative learning (De Houwer et al., 2019; Rougier et al., 2023).  

Limitations  

Table 1 summarizes our work’s limitations, addressing issues from individual 

experiments and proposing solutions or future research directions. 

 

Table 1 

List of limitations and solutions as a function of experiment 

Exp. Limitation Way(s) to address the limitation 

1, 3 The main STT effect in the rating task 

emerged only when between-traits 

variability was controlled for in the 

statistical analysis (i.e., OLS regression). 

This was likely due to strong variation in 

STT as a function of other trait-related 

information (diagnosticity). To facilitate 

the emergence of the main STT effect, 

these variables should be absent (e.g., 
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Preliminary Experiment) or they should 

be set at the level most likely to produce 

a STT effect (e.g., highly diagnostic 

traits).  

 

3 The moderation of the STT effect by 

validity information was larger for 

highly diagnostic statements, however it 

did not reach significance. 

Future work should test more directly 

whether the moderation of validity on 

STT can be found when increasing both 

methodological power (i.e., by only 

using highly diagnostic traits) and 

statistical power (i.e., by increasing the 

number of participants).   

1,3 The relational and validity manipulations 

lacked realism (i.e., information was 

provided via labels during the exposure 

phase), questioning the ecological 

validity of the observed results.  

Future work should improve the 

ecological validity of relational and 

validity manipulations, as well as the 

exposure phase (i.e., pairing procedure). 

For instance, participant could see an 

individual (in person or on video) 

talking about the behavior of a friend or 

an enemy. 

4 We tested the effect on alternative traits 

while only including low diagnostic 

statements.  

Future work could investigate if the 

observed effect on alternative traits (as 

well as the larger effect on alternative 

traits as compared to implied traits) is 

also observed on high diagnostic 

statements. We anticipate the effect on 

alternative traits to also emerge in the 

rating task for high diagnostic statement, 

but more likely to the same extent as the 

effect for implied traits. Indeed, results 

of Experiment 4 (see Figure 3) suggest 

that effects on distinct traits can emerge 

in parallel, with the difference between 

alternative and implied traits decreasing 

when statement diagnosticity increases. 

 

1, 3, 

4 

When considering exploratory variables, 

we did not consistently observe an effect 

of self-reported use of rule-based 

reasoning (e.g., similarity heuristic 

between the actor and the communicator) 

on STT or the moderation of STT (Table 

S3 in Supplementary Materials).    

Experiment 3 suggests that participants 

rely on similarity heuristics in that the 

STT effect was larger when participants 

thought that the communicator and the 

actor were alike. Future work should test 

more systematically whether 

similarity/endorsement heuristics can 

account for STT effects. We anticipate 

this to be the case for high-diagnostic 

traits but not for low-diagnostic traits 

where other heuristics should be used.  
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1-4 We relied on samples of English-

speaking, US citizens participants 

recruited via Prolific Academic.  

Future work should try to replicate our 

results to test if both STT and its 

moderators can be generalized to 

different cultural contexts and 

languages. It could be that heuristics and 

inferences underlying trait attribution are 

not universally shared.  

2, 3 Some of the key interactions yielded p-

values in the range of .01 to .05 (e.g., 

STT by diagnosticity and STT by 

relation by diagnosticity interactions 

reported in Experiment 2). While these 

meet the conventional threshold for 

statistical significance, p-values in this 

range should be interpreted with 

appropriate caution. 

We encourage future work to replicate 

these effects – ideally increasing 

statistical power (larger samples of 

participants and behavioral statements) 

and methodological power (by 

increasing variability in statements 

diagnosticity with more extreme 

high/low diagnostic statement). 

 

 

Open Questions and Future Directions 

First, we did not consistently observe the negativity bias typical of attributional 

processes. While the Preliminary Experiment showed a stronger STT effect for negative 

statements in false recognition, this pattern was absent elsewhere. Interestingly, in 

attributional terms, positive statements should facilitate trait attribution, as reporting positive 

behavior implies approval, suggesting the communicator shares the trait. In contrast, negative 

behaviors may be seen as criticism, reducing trait attribution. This aligns with Experiment 1, 

where STT and relational information interacted based on statement valence – positive 

statements enhanced STT more in the ‘friends’ than ‘enemy’ condition. Future research could 

directly test how communicator approval of statements influences these effects. 

Second, other forms of statement diagnosticity may moderate STT or other 

impression formation effects. For instance, the extent to which a behavior implies that the 

actor possesses a trait (‘actor-based’ diagnosticity; see Footnote 3) should not influence STT 

but it should moderate STI. Although all the behavioral statements we used were high in 

actor-based diagnosticity – based on prior pretests (e.g., Uleman, 1988; see Table S1) – we 

tested in an exploratory analysis whether actor-based diagnosticity moderated STT. It did not 
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(see Table S6), supporting the view that STT is not driven by mere communicator-trait 

binding, but reflects attributional reasoning based on whether the communicative act warrants 

trait inference. In STI, however, higher actor-based diagnosticity should increase STI, as this 

one directly arises from the actor’s behavior.  

Conclusion 

In their review, Uleman et al. (2008) posed the challenge of integrating STI, STT, EC, 

and spontaneous meta-inferences. This work takes initial steps toward this integration by 

testing predictions of attributional/propositional processes across these domains. Our findings 

suggest that STT effects arise from rule-based attributions about the communicator, based on 

their act of communicating about others’ behavior.  
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Supplementary Material  

Preliminary Experiment (STT replication) 

This preliminary experiment sought to replicate the STT effect based on previous 

work (e.g., Goren & Todorov, 2009). We relied on the false recognition paradigm (indirect 

task; Todorov & Uleman, 2002) and on a rating task (direct task requiring participants to 

form an impression of individuals; Carlston & Skowronski, 2005; McCarthy et al., 2018).  

Method 

 Transparency and Openness. We slightly deviated from the pre-registration by 

opting for mixed-models as the primary analysis instead of OLS regressions (mixed-models 

were pre-registered as an addition). 

Participants and Design. To estimate our sample size, we relied on a low estimate of 

the effect size reported in previous studies using a similar design and measures (dz = 0.30; 

Carlston & Skowronski, 2005; Goren & Todorov, 2009; Skowronski et al., 1998; Wells et al., 

2011). We opted for 345 participants, which provided us with 80% of power to detect a STT 

effect of similar size (two-tailed t-test for two paired samples) with a 5% false-positive rate. 

Participants (Mage = 35.21, SDage = 13.45, 220 women, 110 men, 13 responded “other”, 1 

preferred not to say, and 1 responded “none of the previous options”) were recruited via 

Prolific Academic (www.prolific.co) and took part in exchange for £2.35. Inclusion criteria 

were the same as in Experiment 1. We relied on a 2 (Type of trait in the false recognition 

task: correct implied vs. false implied) x 3 (Type of trait in the rating task: implied vs. 

evaluatively congruent vs. evaluatively incongruent) within participant design.  

Materials and Procedure. Materials and procedure were the same as in Experiment 1 

except for the following exceptions. First, we did not manipulate the relation between the 

communicator and the actor – the communicator and actor were always said to be 

acquaintances. Thus, we did not provide any information in this regard in the instructions, we 
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did not present any ‘friends’ or ‘enemies’ labels in the exposure phase or include any 

‘memory of relation’ or exploratory questions related to the relation. Second, photograph-

statement pairs were presented for 6 seconds (instead of 8). Third, because of a programming 

error, some statements were only presented with a specific gender or under a specific type of 

trait condition. Moreover, statements corresponding to filler traits were only presented with 

female faces, and statements corresponding to false implied traits with male faces. Although 

we see no reasons why this could have explained the observed pattern of results, this 

programming error was corrected for the following experiments. Finally, as an additional 

exploratory question, we asked participants to what extent they thought the person on the 

picture and the acquaintance were alike (e.g., have similar personalities) on a Likert scale 

from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely).  

Results 

We excluded nine participants having zero variance in their responses in the rating 

task (final sample N = 336). Contrast codes and models were the same as in Experiment 1 

(except there was no ‘relation’ variable).   

False Recognition Task. The likelihood of ‘yes’ responses was higher for correct 

implied (M = 0.46, SD = 0.22) than for false implied traits (M = 0.34, SD = 0.22), B = 0.62, 

SE = 0.07, z = 8.50, p < .001. This effect was larger for negative (Mcorrect = 0.21, SDcorrect = 

0.13, Mfalse = 0.14, SDfalse = 0.13) than for positive traits (Mcorrect = 0.25, SDcorrect = 0.13, Mfalse 

= 0.20, SDfalse = 0.12), B = -0.24, SE = 0.11, z = 2.21, p = .027. Moreover, the STT effect was 

also larger when the false recognition task came first (Mcorrect = 0.39, SDcorrect = 0.20, Mfalse = 

0.25, SDfalse = 0.18) rather than second (Mcorrect = 0.53, SDcorrect = 0.21, Mfalse = 0.43, SDfalse = 

0.21), B = 0.33, SE = 0.13, z = 2.57, p = .010. 14 

 
14 The STT effect remained significant when controlling for both the traits valence, B = 0.62, SE = 0.07, z 

= 9.07, p < .001, and the task order, B = 0.62, SE = 0.07, z = 8.52, p < .001.  
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Rating Task. We observed a higher rating for implied traits (M = 3.97, SD = 1.63) 

than for evaluatively congruent and incongruent traits considered jointly, B = 0.18, SE = 0.05, 

t(35.60) = 3.68, p < .001 (contrast C1; Mcong = 3.78, SDcong = 1.57, Mincong = 3.80, SDincong = 

1.59). Ratings for evaluatively congruent and incongruent traits did not significantly differ, B 

= -0.02, SE = 0.06, t(23.66) = 0.36, p = .72 (contrast C2).   

Discussion 

This preliminary experiment successfully replicated the STT effect through false 

recognition and rating tasks, revealing participants’ tendencies to attribute the trait implied by 

the behavioral information to the communicator. However, variable crossings (between traits, 

type of traits, and faces’ gender) were uneven. Experiment 1 addressed this issue while also 

exploring potential moderating effects of relational information on the STT phenomenon. 
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Instructions used in Experiment 2 and 3 (validity manipulation) 

“Study on person perception. Before the study, we asked a number of people to 

describe the behavior of somebody they know (i.e., an acquaintance). During the study, on 

each trial, you will see a photograph of a person and the description of a behavior.  On 

some trials, you will also see the word ‘MATCH’. In this case, the behavioral description 

is about an acquaintance of the person on the photograph. It means that the person on the 

photograph described his/her acquaintance in that way. On other trials, you will see the word 

‘MISMATCH’. In that case, the behavioral description was not provided by the person on 

the photograph but by one of the other persons who was asked to describe an acquaintance. 

The match/mismatch information is displayed at the top. The photographed person is 

presented below on the left, together with the behavioral description below on the right. 

‘MATCH’ means that the behavioral description was provided by the person on the 

photograph about an acquaintance of that person. ‘MISMATCH’ means that the behavior 

description was not provided by the person on the photograph but by somebody else.” 
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Procedure and data analysis of Pilot Studies used in Experiment 4 

Two pilot studies aimed at collecting alternative trait inference for low-diagnostic 

traits (i.e., statements for which the implied trait is not diagnostic to be inferred in the 

communicator). In a first pilot study we asked participant to list traits that could be inferred 

on the communicators (open-ended format) and in a second pilot study participants rated the 

communicator on the traits that were the most frequently listed in the first pilot. We recruited 

41 participants (Mage = 40.73, SDage = 15.65; 26 women and 15 men) in Pilot Study 1 and 50 

participants (Mage = 37.86, SDage = 12.69; 34 women and 16 men) in Pilot Study 2. 

Participants were recruited on Prolific Academic and were retributed 0.70£ and 0.60£, 

respectively. Participants were all Americans, spoke English as a first language, and had a 

minimum of 98% approval rate. 

Pilot Study 1 

 The study was programmed and administered via JsPsych. After signing an informed 

consent, participants received similar instructions as in a typical STT procedure: they were 

told that we would see a photograph of a person (the communicator) and the description of an 

acquaintance’s behavior (the actor). Participants were asked to imagine what the 

communicator could be like and, specifically, the personality traits the person might possess. 

Participants were asked to be as creative as possible and avoid using the same personality 

trait at different trials. Participants were then presented with 12 trials involving the 12 trait-

implying statements that received the lowest diagnosticity scores in Experiment 3 (see Table 

S5). Half of trials involved photograph of female faces, the other half of male faces and 

statements were gender-reversed. For each statement, participants were asked to indicate the 

personality traits the communicator might possess. They could list four traits and were asked 

to indicate at least one trait. At the end of the study, participants answered exploratory 

questions and demographics.  
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 After collecting participants’ responses, we aimed at gathering the most frequently 

listed traits that differed from the implied ones (e.g., we did not consider “smart” or 

intelligence-related traits for the statement “He took his first calculus course when he was 12 

years old.”). To this aim, we relied on ChatGPT-4 (OpenAI). For each statement, we 

provided ChatGPT the listed traits and asked to “indicate the traits that are the most often 

listed in the following list by regrouping the traits that are conceptually close”. Then, we 

selected the four most frequently listed traits for each statement while excluding the implied 

traits.  

Pilot Study 2 

 Participants received similar instructions as in the first pilot study except that this time 

they were asked to rate the communicator on a series of four personality traits. Participants 

were exposed to 12 photograph-statement pairs following the same structure as in Pilot Study 

1. At each trial, they were asked to indicate the extent to which the communicator possess 

each of the four traits listed (from 0 = not at all to 10 = very much). Then, they answered the 

same exploratory and demographic questions as before.   

 Following on participants’ ratings we computed the average rating per trait and for 

each statement. Based on these average values we selected the trait that received the highest 

rating (e.g., “proud” for the statement “He took his first calculus course when he was 12 

years old.”; see Table S5). The traits were then used in Experiment 4 to test whether, in an 

actual STT experiment, communicators were attributed those alternative traits.  

  



TRAIT TRANSFERENCE FROM AN ATTRIBUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

53 

Exploratory Questions in Experiments 1-4 

Experiment 1. Participants answered exploratory questions to assess potential 

attribution processes (i.e., logical reasoning adopted) and response faking. First, they reported 

whether they relied on the content of the statements when answering questions about the 

photographed persons (response options: yes, no, I don’t know). Second, they rated how 

much the “friend” or “enemy” label influenced their responses on a scale from 1 (not at all) 

to 7 (extremely). Third, they indicated whether they answered truthfully or faked responses to 

align with perceived researcher expectations (response options: yes, no, I don’t know). 

Finally, participants could leave comments, completed demographic questions, were 

debriefed, and received payment and contact information. 

Experiment 2. First, participants described what they thought the researchers aimed 

to achieve in the experiment (open-ended question) and answered the faking question. 

Second, participants indicated whether they believed the match/mismatch labels influenced 

their judgments about the usefulness of the information for assessing the communicator 

(response options: yes, no, I don’t know). If they answered “yes,” they specified how (open-

ended question). Third, participants reported whether they thought that, when the match was 

correct (i.e., the communicator formulated the statement), the behavioral statement was 

generally useful for drawing conclusions about the communicator’s personality (response 

options: yes, no, I don’t know). If they answered “yes,” they specified how. Finally, 

participants rated, in the case of a correct match, 1) how similar they thought the 

communicator and the described acquaintance were (e.g., similar personalities) and 2) to 

what extent they believed the communicator agreed with the behavior described. Both 

questions were rated on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (totally). 

Experiment 3. Participants completed the same set of exploratory questions as in 

Experiment 2, with two modifications. They were not asked to elaborate (when answering 
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“yes”) on how the match/mismatch labels influenced their judgments or how the behavioral 

statement was useful for drawing conclusions. Additionally, the final question regarding the 

extent to which participants believed the communicator agreed with the described behavior 

was removed. 

Experiment 4. Participants answered the same exploratory questions as in 

Experiment 3, excluding those related to match/mismatch labels. 
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Table S1 

Behavioral statements used in Experiments 1-3, trait implied by each statement, type of 

statement, pretest frequency, valence, and reference from which the statement was selected 

 

Reference Behavioral statement Implied trait Type of 

statement 

Pretest 

frequen

cy 

Valence 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he asked where the stars 

come from. 

curious Trait 

implying 

0.94 Positive 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he always drove a little 

slower than the speed limit. 

cautious Trait 

implying 

0.91 Positive 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he took the elevator up one 

flight. 

lazy Trait 

implying 

0.83 Negative 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he was afraid the new 

employees wouldn't like 

her/him. 

insecure Trait 

implying 

0.82 Negative 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he watched her/his 

neighbor's house to see who 

came and went. 

nosy Trait 

implying 

0.80 Negative 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he stories made people laugh 

so hard they held their sides. 

funny Trait 

implying 

0.80 Positive 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he took her/his first calculus 

course when s/he was 12 years 

old. 

smart Trait 

implying 

0.80 Positive 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he picked out the best 

chocolates before the guests 

arrived. 

selfish Trait 

implying 

0.78 Negative 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he thought s/he didn't 

deserve their award and praise. 

modest Trait 

implying 

0.78 Positive 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he told the cashier that s/he 

got too much change. 

honest Trait 

implying 

0.77 Positive 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he dusted and vacuumed 

her/his room every day. 

neat Trait 

implying 

0.75 Negative 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he left a 25% tip for the 

waitress. 

generous Trait 

implying 

0.74 Positive 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he stepped on her/his 

boyfriend's/girlfriend's feet 

during the foxtrot. 

clumsy Trait 

implying 

0.72 Negative 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he didn't smoke at home 

while her/his roommate was 

trying to quit. 

considerate Trait 

implying 

0.71 Positive 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he couldn't get 

herself/himself to greet her/his 

new neighbor. 

shy Trait 

implying 

0.69 Negative 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he lost track of the two year 

old. 

irresponsible Trait 

implying 

0.68 Negative 



TRAIT TRANSFERENCE FROM AN ATTRIBUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

56 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he held a full-time job while 

being a full-time student. 

ambitious Trait 

implying 

0.68 Negative 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he phoned for help while the 

others just screamed. 

calm Trait 

implying 

0.68 Positive 

Uleman, 

1988 

S/he took 15 minutes to find 

her/his car in the parking lot. 

forgetful Trait 

implying 

0.66 Negative 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2023 

S/he needed at least two packs 

of handkerchiefs when s/he 

watched a sad movie. 

emotional Trait 

implying 

0.83 Negative 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2023 

S/he made sure that each kid 

received the same amount of 

Halloween candy. 

fair Trait 

implying 

0.76 Positive 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2023 

Every day s/he invented a new 

game for her/his niece. 

creative Trait 

implying 

0.75 Positive 

 

Van 

Overwalle 

et al., 

2012 

S/he goes every Sunday to 

church and says her/his prayers 

every night before bedtime. 

religious Trait 

implying 

> 0.70 Positive 

Van 

Overwalle 

et al., 

2012 

S/he never says "thank you". impolite Trait 

implying 

> 0.70 Negative 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2021 

S/he was very competent at 

her/his job. 

competent Filler NA Positive 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2021 

When all her/his friends 

surprised her/him for her /his 

birthday, s/he felt loved. 

loved Filler NA Positive 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2021 

S/he was very competitive, 

especially when her/his brother 

was around. 

competitive Filler NA Positive 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2021 

S/he left the room because s/he 

was offended by the joke. 

offended Filler NA Negative 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2021 

S/he was naive enough to think 

that superman really could fly. 

naive Filler NA Negative 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2021 

When s/he could answer all the 

questions on the test, s/he felt 

proud 

proud Filler NA Positive 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2021 

S/he confidently walked into 

the interview room. 

confident Filler NA Positive 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2023 

S/he knew that her/his friend 

had lied to her/his, but s/he 

remained passive and did 

nothing about it. 

passive Filler NA Negative 
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Kruse & 

Degner, 

2023 

S/he finished university but 

s/he was completely lost and 

didn't know what to do with 

her/his life. 

lost Filler NA Negative 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2023 

S/he looked inappropriate 

when s/he had a laughing fit at 

the funeral. 

inappropriate Filler NA Negative 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2023 

S/he swore to be disciplined 

and did not eat chocolate while 

s/he fasted. 

disciplined Filler NA Negative 

Kruse & 

Degner, 

2023 

S/he is chaste and didn't get 

intimate with him/her before 

they got married. 

chaste Filler NA Positive 

 

Note. Full references can be found in the Reference section of the manuscript. The gender 

form used in the sentence (i.e., feminine or masculine) was always opposite to the gender of 

the communicator. The behavioral sentences were pretested within each specific referenced 

work to evoke the implied trait: the ‘pretest free’ column indicates the reported frequency of 

listing of the implied trait for each trait-implying behavioral sentence (filler sentences were 

not pretested as they explicitly mention the trait). For instance, in Van Overwalle et al. 

(2012), a statement was selected as a trait-implying statement if the same trait (or a close 

synonym) was provided by at least 70% of the participants. 
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Table S2 

Results for the pre-registered analyses (OLS regression) for the false recognition and rating 

tasks as a function of the type of trait and the moderation by relation or validity (when 

applicable) 

Experiment Task Effect df t-

statistic 

p Cohen’s d 

Preliminary 

Experiment 

False 

recognition 

Type of 

trait 

335 9.17 < .001 dz = 0.50,  

95% CI [0.39; 

0.61] 

 Rating C1 335 6.08 < .001 dz = 0.33,  

95% CI [0.22; 

0.44] 

  C2 335 0.94 .35 dz = 0.05,  

95% CI [-0.06; 

0.16] 

Experiment 1 False 

recognition 

Type of 

trait 

195 6.32 < .001 dz = 0.45,  

95% CI [0.30; 

0.60] 

  Type of 

trait by 

relation 

195 0.84 .40 dz = 0.06,  

95% CI [-0.08; 

0.20] 

 Rating C1 195 2.62 .009 dz = 0.19,  

95% CI [0.05; 

0.33] 

  C1 by 

relation 

195 0.69 .49 dz = 0.05,  

95% CI [-0.09; 

0.19] 

  C2 195 0.60 .55 dz = 0.04,  

95% CI [-0.10; 

0.18] 

Experiment 3 False 

recognition 

Type of 

trait 

196 6.89 < .001 dz = 0.49,  

95% CI [0.34; 

0.64] 

  Type of 

trait by 

validity 

196 1.09 .28 dz = 0.08,  

95% CI [-0.06; 

0.22] 

 Rating C1 196 2.83 .005 dz = 0.20,  

95% CI [0.06; 

0.34] 

  C1 by 

validity 

196 0.18 .86 dz = 0.01,  

95% CI [-0.13; 

0.15] 

  C2 196 1.47 .14 dz = 0.11,  

95% CI [-0.04; 

0.25] 
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Note. For the false recognition task, we used as a dependent variable the rate of “yes” 

responses per participant and per type of trait. The variable of type of trait in the false 

recognition task, relation, and validity were contrast coded (false implied = -0.5, correct 

implied = 0.5; enemies = -0.5, friends = 0.5; match = -0.5, mismatch = 0.5) and the type of 

trait in the rating task was coded via two orthogonal contrast codes (quadratic contrast C1: 

implied = 2/3, evaluatively congruent = -1/3, evaluatively incongruent = -1/3; linear contrast 

C2: implied = 0, evaluatively congruent = 1/2, evaluatively incongruent = -1/2). 
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Table S3 

Moderation of exploratory variables as a function of the effect of interest (STT vs. 

moderation of STT) for the false recognition and rating tasks (Preliminary Experiment and 

Experiments 1, 3, and 4) 

Experiment Task 
Exploratory 

moderator 

Effect 

moderated 
df statistic p 

Preliminary 

Experiment 

False 

recognition 

Reliance 

statement 
STT N/A 

 z = 

0.86 
.39 

  
Reliance 

similarity 
- - z = 1.82 .07 

  
Demand 

compliance 
- - z = 0.03 .98 

 Rating 
Reliance 

statement 
- 336.50 t = 0.03 .98 

  
Reliance 

similarity 
- 336.60 t = 0.58 .56 

  
Demand 

compliance 
- 336.53 t = 0.95 .34 

Experiment 1 
False 

recognition 

Memory of the 

relation 
STT N/A 

 z = 

1.54 
.12 

  
Memory of the 

relation 

STT by 

relation 
- z = 0.41 .68 

  
Reliance 

statement 
STT - z = 0.33 .74 

  
Reliance 

statement 

STT by 

relation 
- z = 0.61 .54 

  
Influence 

relation 
STT - z = 0.23 .82 

  
Influence 

relation 

STT by 

relation 
- z = 0.39 .69 

  
Demand 

compliance 
STT - z = 1.64 .10 

  
Demand 

compliance 

STT by 

relation 
- z = 1.13 .26 

 Rating 
Memory of the 

relation 
STT 13400.00 t = 1.23 .22 

  
Memory of the 

relation 

STT by 

relation 
11570.00 t = 2.14 .03 

  
Reliance 

statement 
STT 671.55 t = 0.91 .36 

  
Reliance 

statement 

STT by 

relation 
598.40 t = 0.25 .81 

  
Influence 

relation 
STT 13570.00 t = 0.80 .94 

  
Influence 

relation 

STT by 

relation 
593.60 t = 0.41 .68 
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Demand 

compliance 
STT 671.46 t = 0.70 .48 

  
Demand 

compliance 

STT by 

relation 
605.37 t = 0.55 .58 

Experiment 3 
False 

recognition 
Influence labels STT N/A 

 z = 

1.38 
.17 

  Influence labels 
STT by 

validity 
N/A z = 1.12 .26 

  Statement useful STT N/A z = 1.29 .20 

  Statement useful 
STT by 

validity 
N/A z = 0.20 .84 

  
Communicator 

actor alike 
STT N/A z = 1.68 .093 

  
Communicator 

actor alike 

STT by 

validity 
N/A z = 0.11 0.91 

  
Demand 

compliance 
STT N/A z = 0.45 .65 

  
Demand 

compliance 

STT by 

validity 
N/A z = 0.84 .40 

 Rating Influence labels STT 196.40 
 t = 

2.96 
.003 

  Influence labels 
STT by 

validity 
761.50 t = 0.39 .70 

  Statement useful STT 196.30 t = 1.77 .08 

  Statement useful 
STT by 

validity 
874.90 t = 1.80 .07 

  
Communicator 

actor alike 
STT 196.40 t = 2.16 .03 

  
Communicator 

actor alike 

STT by 

validity 
807.10 t = 1.03 .30 

  
Demand 

compliance 
STT 196.48 t = 0.13 .90 

  
Demand 

compliance 

STT by 

validity 
785.01 t = 0.51 .61 

Experiment 4 Rating Statement useful STT 301.00 t = 1.62 .11 

  Statement useful Alternative 

effect 

822.44 t = 0.83 .41 

  Communicator 

actor alike 

STT 300.99 t = 0.21 .83 

  Communicator 

actor alike 

Alternative 

effect 

13750.00 t = 0.63 .52 

  Communicator 

agrees with 

statement 

STT 301.03 t = 0.33 .74 

  Communicator 

agrees with 

statement 

Alternative 

effect 

820.50 t = 0.05 .96 

  Demand 

compliance 

STT 300.99 t = 0.27 .79 
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  Demand 

compliance 

Alternative 

effect 

821.81 t = 0.32 .75 

 

Note. N/A means non-applicable. The variable of type of trait in the false recognition 

task, relation, and validity were contrast coded (false implied = -0.5, correct implied = 0.5; 

enemies = -0.5, friends = 0.5; match = -0.5, mismatch = 0.5) and the type of trait in the rating 

task was coded via the main contrast code of interest (quadratic contrast C1: implied = 2/3, 

evaluatively congruent = -1/3, evaluatively incongruent = -1/3). 
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Table S4 

Correlation between the false recognition and rating tasks as a function of the type of effect 

(STT, STT by relation, and STT by validity) in the Preliminary Experiment and Experiments 1 

and 3 

Experiment Effect r df t-statistic p 

Preliminary 

Experiment 

STT 0.24, 95% CI [0.14; 0.34] 334 4.52 < .001 

Experiment 1 STT 0.03, 95% CI [-0.11; 0.17] 194 0.43 .67 

 STT by 

relation 

0.08, 95% CI [-0.06; 0.22] 194 1.17 .24 

Experiment 3 STT 0.21, 95% CI [0.07; 0.34] 195 2.98 .003 

 STT by 

validity 

0.05, 95% CI [-0.09; 0.19] 195 0.73 .47 

 

Note. The variable of type of trait in the false recognition task, relation, and validity 

were contrast coded (false implied = -0.5, correct implied = 0.5; enemies = -0.5, friends = 

0.5; match = -0.5, mismatch = 0.5) and the type of trait in the rating task was coded via the 

main contrast code of interest (quadratic contrast C1: implied = 2/3, evaluatively congruent = 

-1/3, evaluatively incongruent = -1/3). 
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Table S5 

The low diagnostic behavioral statements, trait implied by each statement, the alternative 

trait (and its average rating) used in Experiment 4, as established by Pilot Studies 1 and 2 

 

Behavioral statement Implied trait Alternative trait Mean value (and SD) 

for alternative trait  

S/he always drove a little slower 

than the speed limit. 

cautious critical 6.56 (1.98) 

S/he took the elevator up one 

flight. 

lazy judgmental 6.28 (2.88) 

S/he was afraid the new 

employees wouldn't like 

her/him. 

insecure compassionate 6.18 (1.77) 

S/he stories made people laugh 

so hard they held their sides. 

funny friendly 7.66 (1.88) 

S/he took her/his first calculus 

course when s/he was 12 years 

old. 

smart proud 7.78 (1.95) 

S/he picked out the best 

chocolates before the guests 

arrived. 

selfish outgoing 6.34 (1.96) 

S/he told the cashier that s/he got 

too much change. 

honest friendly 6.42 (1.78) 

S/he stepped on her/his 

boyfriend's/girlfriend's feet 

during the foxtrot. 

clumsy humorous 6.10 (2.48) 

S/he lost track of the two year 

old. 

irresponsible attentive 5.7 (2.42) 

S/he took 15 minutes to find 

her/his car in the parking lot. 

forgetful critical 6.92 (2.10) 

S/he needed at least two packs of 

handkerchiefs when s/he 

watched a sad movie. 

emotional observant 6.68 (1.94) 

Every day s/he invented a new 

game for her/his niece. 

creative proud 7.28 (1.86) 

 

 

  



TRAIT TRANSFERENCE FROM AN ATTRIBUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

65 

Table S6 

Effect of the Pretest Frequency (values from Table S1) on STT and critical STT moderation 

effects when controlling for Pretest Frequency as a function of the task (false recognition vs. 

rating) in the Preliminary Experiment and Experiments 1-3 

Experiment Task Effect B (SE) df z- or t-

statistic 

p 

Preliminary 

Experiment 

(+ reanalysis 

in Exp. 2) 

False 

recognition 

STT by Pretest 

Freq. 

0.03 (0.82) NA 0.03 .97 

 STT by 

diagnosticity 

0.03 (010) NA 0.34 .73 

 Rating STT by Pretest 

Freq. 

0.90 (0.54) 21.23 1.68 .11 

  STT by 

diagnosticity 

0.18 (0.06) 21.23 2.86 .009 

Experiment 1 

(+ reanalysis 

in Exp. 2) 

False 

recognition 

STT by Pretest 

Freq. 

-0.18 (1.22) NA 0.15 .88 

 STT by relation 

by diagnosticity 

0.21 (0.25) NA 0.83 .41 

Rating STT by Pretest 

Freq. 

0.10 (0.76) 20.00 0.13 .90 

 STT by relation 

by diagnosticity 

0.25 (0.10) 65.41 2.65 .010 

Experiment 3 False 

recognition 

STT by Pretest 

Freq.  

0.93 (1.26) NA 0.74 .46 

 STT by validity 

by diagnosticity 

<0.01 (0.23) NA <0.01 >.99 

Rating STT by Pretest 

Freq.  

0.38 (0.96) 20.08 0.40 .69 

 STT by validity 

by diagnosticity 

0.24 (0.10) 48.30 2.35 .023 

Experiment 4 Rating STT by Pretest 

Freq. 

-2.79 (1.91) 8.01 1.46 .18 

  STT by 

diagnosticity 

-0.87 (0.35) 8.01 2.51 .036 

  STT for 

alternative traits 

0.52 (0.09) 10.21 5.40 <.001 

 

Note. The variable of type of trait in the false recognition task, relation, and validity 

were contrast coded (false implied = -0.5, correct implied = 0.5; enemies = -0.5, friends = 

0.5; mismatch = -0.5, match = 0.5) and the type of trait in the rating task was coded via the 

main contrast code of interest (quadratic contrast C1: implied = 2/3, evaluatively congruent = 
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-1/3, evaluatively incongruent = -1/3). Pretest Frequency and statement diagnosticity were 

mean-centered. 
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Table S7 

Moderation effect of the correct vs. false implied manipulation in the false recognition task 

on the STT effect in the Preliminary Experiment and Experiments 1 and 3 

Experiment df t-statistic p 

Preliminary 

Experiment 

22.81 0.01 .99 

Experiment 1 23.14 0.03 .98 

Experiment 3 23.26 0.31 .76 

 

Note. The variable of type of trait in the false recognition task was contrast coded 

(false implied = -0.5, correct implied = 0.5) and the type of trait in the rating task was coded 

via the main contrast code of interest (quadratic contrast C1: implied = 2/3, evaluatively 

congruent = -1/3, evaluatively incongruent = -1/3). 
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Table S8 

Residual STT effect in the rating task when using OLS regression as a function of the target 

condition (low diagnostic statements, enemies, mismatch) and the experiment 

Experiment Target condition Df t-statistic p Cohen’s d 

Preliminary 
Experiment 

Low diagnostic 
statements 

335  0.84   .40 dz = 0.05,  
95% CI [-

0.06; 0.15] 
Experiment 1 Low diagnostic 

statements 
 195 2.29  .02  dz = 0.16,  

95% CI [0.02; 
0.30] 

 Enemies 195 1.31 .19 dz = 0.09,  
95% CI [-

0.05; 0.23] 
Experiment 3 Low diagnostic 

statements 
 196 3.07  .002  dz = 0.22,  

95% CI [-
0.08; 0.36] 

 Mismatch 196 2.50 .013 dz = 0.18,  
95% CI [0.04; 

0.32] 
Experiment 4 Low diagnostic 

statements 
302 2.98 .003 dz = 0.17,  

95% CI [0.06; 
0.28] 

 

Note. The variable of the type of trait in the rating task was coded via the main 

contrast code of interest (quadratic contrast C1: implied = 2/3, evaluatively congruent = -1/3, 

evaluatively incongruent = -1/3). Low diagnostic statements were defined as the statements 

situating one SD below mean value (4.87). Significant residual STT effects for low 

diagnostic statements emerged in the opposite direction (reversed STT effect) whereas 

residual STT effect for the mismatch condition emerged in the direction of a typical STT 

effect.  

 

 

 


	Participants and Design
	We selected 36 behavioral statements, including 24 trait-implying statements and 12 fillers (for a complete list, see Table S1). Trait-implying sentences described a behavior of a third party (e.g., “S/he left a 25% tip for the waitress”) implying, bu...
	Results
	Discussion
	In the pre-registration of Experiment 2, we focused on the effect of statement diagnosticity on the main STT effect in both the Preliminary Experiment and Experiment 1. After collecting data for Experiment 2, we decided to also test the joint effect o...
	Participants and Design
	Results
	Discussion
	None.
	Participants and Design
	Results
	Discussion
	We pre-registered a test comparing the alternative vs. non-implied trait but we additionally tested the alternative vs. implied traits comparison and the effect of the continuous variable of statements diagnosticity.
	Participants and Design
	Results
	Discussion
	Supplementary Material
	Preliminary Experiment (STT replication)
	Participants and Design. To estimate our sample size, we relied on a low estimate of the effect size reported in previous studies using a similar design and measures (dz = 0.30; Carlston & Skowronski, 2005; Goren & Todorov, 2009; Skowronski et al., 19...
	Materials and Procedure. Materials and procedure were the same as in Experiment 1 except for the following exceptions. First, we did not manipulate the relation between the communicator and the actor – the communicator and actor were always said to be...
	Results
	Discussion
	Procedure and data analysis of Pilot Studies used in Experiment 4
	Two pilot studies aimed at collecting alternative trait inference for low-diagnostic traits (i.e., statements for which the implied trait is not diagnostic to be inferred in the communicator). In a first pilot study we asked participant to list traits...
	Pilot Study 1
	The study was programmed and administered via JsPsych. After signing an informed consent, participants received similar instructions as in a typical STT procedure: they were told that we would see a photograph of a person (the communicator) and the d...
	After collecting participants’ responses, we aimed at gathering the most frequently listed traits that differed from the implied ones (e.g., we did not consider “smart” or intelligence-related traits for the statement “He took his first calculus cour...
	Pilot Study 2
	Participants received similar instructions as in the first pilot study except that this time they were asked to rate the communicator on a series of four personality traits. Participants were exposed to 12 photograph-statement pairs following the sam...

