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ABSTRACT

Humans are highly interdependent, living and working in close proximity with
many others. From an affordance management perspective, the goal of social perception
is to assess and manage potential opportunities and threats afforded by these close others.
Social perceivers are thus often motivated to assess particular affordance-relevant
characteristics in a target. Frequently, perceivers assess these characteristics via passive
observation. Sometimes, however, making such an assessment via observation can be
difficult. In these cases, perceivers may instead “affordance test”: actively manipulate the
target’s circumstances to reveal (or notably not reveal) cues to the characteristic of
interest. There are multiple factors hypothesized to affect whether a perceiver is more
likely to passively observe or affordance test that characteristic, including factors related
to the characteristic of interest, the situation, the perceiver, and the target. Here, four core
hypotheses of this affordance testing framework are tested. In a Preliminary Study
(analyzed N =1301), Study 1 (analyzed N = 559), and Study 2 (analyzed N = 572),
highly consistent correlational and experimental evidence was found in support of
Hypothesis 1, that the less observable a characteristic is believed to be, the more likely a
perceiver is to assess it via affordance testing. In the Preliminary Study, evidence
supported Hypothesis 2, that the more important a characteristic is believed to be, the
more likely it is to be affordance tested. In Studies 1 and 2, mixed evidence supported
Hypothesis 3, that the more urgency or time pressure a perceiver feels, the more likely
they are to assess the characteristic of interest via affordance testing. And in Studies 1
and 2, evidence did not support Hypothesis 4, that believed observability and felt urgency

interact, such that even characteristics of moderate believed observability are highly



likely to be affordance tested under higher felt urgency. Implications of these findings for
the affordance testing framework, limitations of the studies, and potential future
directions are discussed. In sum, the present work provides promising initial progress in
understanding foundational factors that affect when perceivers are likely to affordance
test—an important, yet previously understudied, component of the social information-

seeking process.
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Beyond Passive Observation: When Do We “Affordance Test” to Actively Seek
Information about Others?

Imagine you play on a highly successful rugby team and you need to find out—
before your competitive season starts—which of this year’s new teammates you can
count on to not “choke” under pressure in critical moments. Or imagine you are in a
romantic relationship that you feel has gotten serious. Your partner’s lease soon ends, and
you are eager to ask them to move in with you, but first you need to make sure they are as
committed to the relationship as you are.

In social perception, we allocate significant mental effort toward assessing the
opportunities and threats others potentially afford us—e.g., whether our teammate will be
reliable or our romantic partner, committed. When we are able to make such affordance
inferences accurately, we are much better able to successfully navigate our complex
social world. Frequently, we can make such inferences through the observation of cues
that (imperfectly) predict other people’s characteristics and intentions, such as when we
infer formidability from a muscular upper body, paired with aggressive intent from an
angry facial expression. Often, however, due to a lack of adequate cues, observation does
not allow us to effectively make necessary affordance-relevant inferences. For example,
cues of dishonesty are likely to be overwhelmed by cues of honesty because even highly
dishonest people are honest most of the time. Cues to unpopular beliefs are often veiled
because people typically work to conceal them. We rarely find ourselves in settings
where we can observe cues of vengefulness, because few situations elicit such feelings.
Finally, sometimes cues to a characteristic would become available given time, but must

be assessed soon—as when we need to assess a new teammate’s reliability before the

1



season starts, or a romantic partner’s commitment before asking them to move in with us.
Under circumstances such as these, when passive observation is not effective, how do we
assess the affordance potential of others?

I propose that social perceivers “affordance test”—they actively manipulate a
target’s circumstances to reveal (or notably fail to reveal) behavioral cues to a particular
characteristic of interest (Pick & Neuberg, 2021). In my dissertation, I assess several
factors that I predict increase the likelihood of information-seeking through affordance
testing rather than through passive observation. First, I predict that when a characteristic
is not highly observable, a perceiver is more likely to affordance test to assess it. Second,
when the stakes are high, and the presence (or absence) of a characteristic is particularly
important for a perceiver’s own outcomes, the perceiver is more likely to affordance test
for it. Third, when a perceiver feels strong situational urgency, they are more likely to
affordance test. Finally, I predict that a perceiver’s feelings of situational urgency will
interact with the observability of a characteristic, such that even characteristics that are
moderately observable will be affordance tested when urgent assessment is called for.

Social Information-Seeking Strategies

Social information-seeking plays a critical role in the successful navigation of
ultrasocial human life. Interdependent living in close proximity with so many others not
only provides benefits (e.g., resource sharing, alloparenting, skill specialization) but also
poses costs (e.g., free riding, stealing, physical violence) (Alexander, 1974; Campbell,
1982; Richerson & Boyd, 1995). From an affordance management perspective, the goal
of social perception is to assess and manage the potential opportunities and threats others
afford us (McArthur & Baron, 1983; Neuberg et al., 2010, 2011; Neuberg & Schaller,
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2015; Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2006). Beyond a broad vigilance for social threats and
opportunities, perceivers are often motivated to assess other people for particular
characteristics that are likely to aid or hinder the perceiver in accomplishing his or her
own social goals. For example, when a target wishes to enter a group, perceivers must
assess whether the target has characteristics necessary to facilitate the group’s aims, or
characteristics likely to disrupt the group’s goals. We therefore continually seek
information about others who may afford us potential opportunities or threats, and
especially about those with whom we currently have, or are considering establishing, a
highly interdependent relationship.

How Do People Gather the Information They Need?

Once a social perceiver is motivated to assess a characteristic in a target, several
strategies are available to them as part of the social information-seeking process.
Passive Observation

Frequently, perceivers seek such affordance information through the passive
observation of behavioral cues that (imperfectly) predict others’ abilities and intentions.
One can collect a great deal of information via passive observation, and at low effort.
Indeed, via passive observation, social perceivers make a wide array of inferences about
characteristics ranging from abilities (e.g., intelligence, strength; Borkenau et al., 2004;
Sell et al., 2008) to personality traits (e.g., extraversion, trustworthiness; Borkenau et al.,
2009; Kenny et al., 1992; Willis & Todorov, 2006) to intentions and inclinations (e.g.,
aggression, sexual interest; e.g., Bzdok et al., 2011; Estes, 1938; Kramer et al., 2012;

Miller, 1970; Naumann et al., 2009; Winston et al., 2002).



Sometimes, however, inference via passive observation is difficult. Some
affordance-relevant characteristics are easier to assess via the observation of behaviors
than are others (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1975; Jones & Davis, 1965; Reeder & Brewer, 1979;
Rothbart & Park, 1986). Cues to some affordance-relevant characteristics are much more
difficult to observe than are others (Rothbart & Park, 1986). Additionally, some
characteristics have more diagnostic cues associated with them than do others: How
strong a link there is between a characteristic and related observable behavior depends
greatly on the characteristic (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1975; Jones & Davis, 1965; Reeder &
Brewer, 1979; Rothbart & Park, 1986). Rothbart and Park (1986) describe several factors
that influence how readily a perceiver can use the observation of behaviors to confirm or
disconfirm whether a target has a characteristic: (a) whether the characteristic has
straightforward, observable behaviors linked to it, (b) how frequently situations arise in
everyday social interaction that would permit the observation of confirming or
disconfirming behaviors, and (c) how many behaviors must be encountered before a
perceiver can confirm or disconfirm a characteristic. Rothbart and Park (1986) find, for
example, that being “boring” has fewer “specific, observable behaviors” linked to it than
does being “aggressive”; that situations that evoke behaviors linked to being “generous”
arise more often than those associated with being “revengeful”’; and that perceivers must
observe more behavioral cues before concluding that someone is “kind” versus “jealous.”
Consequently, research shows that people do typically draw less accurate inferences
about characteristics associated with fewer observable cues (Funder & Dobroth, 1987;

Kenrick & Stringfield, 1980).



When passively observing, a perceiver will only witness naturally-occurring
behaviors in the situation they and the target find themselves in—a situation that may or
may not elicit cues to the characteristic of interest. Thus, observation can prove an
ineffective (or at least inefficient) strategy for assessing a number of characteristics for
which behavioral cues do not regularly arise in common interactions. Despite the low
effort required to passively observe a target, relying on observation can therefore cost the
perceiver a great deal of time if the perceiver aims to assess a difficult-to-observe
characteristic.! When passive observation’s costs outweigh its benefits, what is a social
perceiver to do?

Affordance Testing

In such cases, I propose that people “affordance test”: they actively manipulate
another person’s circumstances to reveal cues to hard-to-observe characteristics. An
effective affordance test elicits (but does not compel) diagnostic behavioral cues. The

circumstances of the effective affordance test provide an opportunity for such behavioral

! Other information-seeking strategies that appear to be more efficient—direct inquiry
and third-party inquiry—each have their own downsides. Direct inquiry (i.e., directly
asking the target whether they possess the characteristic of interest) is only effective if
one trusts the target to respond in a manner that is neither influenced by social
desirability concerns nor otherwise deceptive. Third-party inquiry (i.e., directly asking a
mutual acquaintance whether the target possesses the characteristic of interest) is only
effective (a) if the perceiver has a mutual acquaintance with the target, (b) if that mutual
acquaintance is inclined to portray the target honestly, and (c) if the acquaintance has had
the chance themselves to observe the target in a situation that would call for a display of
behavioral cues to the characteristic of interest (which may be difficult for the same
reasons that the perceiver is unable to observe such cues). Further, third-party inquiry
requires the perceiver to be vulnerable to the mutual acquaintance—admitting which
characteristics the perceiver is interested in, and perhaps obligating the perceiver to the
mutual acquaintance in the future.

5



cues to arise, but do not require them (e.g., as when the norms of the situation are so
strong that the behaviors are expected of everyone). An effective affordance test also
provides discriminant validity, such that the evoked behavioral cues are diagnostic of the
characteristic of interest and only that characteristic.

An effective affordance test thus allows a social perceiver to assess hard-to-
observe characteristics more efficiently than does passive observation. However,
affordance testing comes with its own costs, and is thus only employed when these costs
are outweighed by the benefits. Compared to passive observation, affordance testing
requires more effort, as when the perceiver must arrange for the target to be placed in the
affordance testing circumstances. Further, if the target discovers that they are being
covertly affordance tested, there may be social costs for the perceiver, who the target may
then view as manipulative or cynical.

Do People Affordance Test?

We see evidence across multiple domains suggesting that people do affordance
test in a variety of ways, and in a variety of contexts. In educational settings, people’s
knowledge acquisition is regularly assessed through formal exams (e.g., Bloom, 1956;
Krathwohl, 2002). In job interviews, people are tested for certain personality traits
through unstructured interviews (e.g., Blackman & Funder, 2002), and they are tested for
skills and knowledge through skills-based tests, structured interviews, and situational
interviews (e.g., Latham et al., 1908; McDaniel et al., 1994; Payne & Harvey, 2010).

In coming-of-age rituals in small-scale societies, adolescent boys in communities
that engage in warfare undergo painful rituals (e.g., scarification, bullet ant gloves) to be

tested for bravery and pain endurance (e.g., Bosmia et al., 2105; Dunham et al., 1986;

6



Ember & Ember, 2010; Sosis et al., 2007). Additionally, adolescent girls in communities
that depend on women for subsistence farming are tested for their competence in those
activities (Brown, 1963).

In group initiations, incoming sports team members undergo physical challenges
and pain during hazing to test for physical endurance and determination (Keating et al.,
2005). Pledges to Greek-letter organizations are required to perform embarrassing and
socially deviant tasks during hazing to test for willingness to conform to group norms and
maintain group confidentiality (Keating et al., 2005). In gang initiations, initiates are
impelled to be beaten, harm others, or commit crimes to test their willingness to break
laws and to engage in and endure violence (e.g., Descormiers & Corrado, 2016; Vigil,
1988). Additionally, in military hazing, humiliating and physically uncomfortable tasks
are used to test group loyalty and obedience (Winslow, 1999).

In addition to group contexts, we see evidence of testing in dyadic relationships.
For example, in friendships, people test each other’s romantic interest when one or both
partners are uncertain about the other’s intention to transition to a romantic relationship
(Afifi & Burgoon, 1998). In existing romantic relationships, partners test each other’s
sexual fidelity and commitment to the relationship, for example, by having attractive
friends tempt one’s partner, or by antagonizing one’s partner to test the limits of their
commitment (e.g., Baxter & Wilmot, 1984; Bell & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1990).

The research literature thus reveals the presence of affordance testing in multiple
domains, yet does not put forth a broad framework for understanding the circumstances
under which affordance testing is more likely to happen, characteristics that are more

likely to be tested for, or people who are more likely to test and be tested. I, in
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collaboration (Pick & Neuberg, 2021), propose such a framework, which predicts the
factors affecting the cost and benefit trade-offs of using passive observation versus
affordance testing as social information-seeking strategies.
The Affordance Testing Framework

In Pick and Neuberg (2021), we propose a model of the social information-
seeking process that predicts when a perceiver is likely to implement passive observation
versus affordance testing. As depicted in Figure 1, we predict that when a social perceiver
is motivated to assess a particular characteristic, their default strategy is often
observation. However, we propose multiple factors that might disincline a perceiver to
use passive observation, e.g., due to a diminished ability to use passive observation to
efficiently and effectively draw clear inferences about the characteristic. Broadly, these
factors are related to the characteristic the perceiver is motivated to assess, the situation
that the perceiver is in, features of the perceiver him/herself, and features of the target

being assessed.



Figure 1

Information-Seeking via Passive Observation and Affordance Testing
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Note. A flowchart of the social information-seeking process proposed by Pick and
Neuberg (2021). Social perceivers who are motivated to assess potential opportunities or
threats posed by others often employ passive observation. We propose that certain factors
reduce a perceiver’s ability to use passive observation to make clear inferences, which, in
turn, motivates affordance testing. Additional factors affect how one affordance tests. If a
perceiver is able to draw a clear inference through affordance testing, the perceiver then
responds behaviorally to the target (e.g., by embarking on or severing a relationship with
the target) and, if the relationship with the target continues, resumes monitoring the
target. If a perceiver is unable to draw a clear inference through affordance testing, the
perceiver may test again, may resume passively observing, or may sever the relationship
with the target.
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Here, I give examples of several hypothesized factors for which we already find
preliminary support in the broader literature (see Pick & Neuberg, 2021, for full list of
hypothesized factors). I then highlight several foundational hypotheses that are yet
untested. Finally, I present a series of studies exploring these previously untested
foundational hypotheses.

Factors Affecting the Likelihood of Observing vs. Affordance Testing
Hypotheses with Preliminary Support

Preliminary evidence in the research literature supports several hypotheses
proposed to affect the likelihood of affordance testing versus passively observing when
seeking social information. Here, I briefly discuss two such hypotheses, which relate to
perceiver-target interdependence and uncertainty during times of transition.

Interdependence. When the behavior of a target may significantly affect the
outcomes of an interdependent perceiver, the perceiver is especially likely to be
motivated to gather accurate affordance-relevant information about the target (Neuberg,
1989; Neuberg & Fiske, 1987). When interdependence means a perceiver’s outcomes
depend on whether a target possesses a specific characteristic, and especially when that
characteristic is difficult to assess via passive observation (as discussed above), |
hypothesize that the perceiver will be especially motivated to affordance test, because of
the relatively higher efficiency and effectiveness of gathering information through
affordance testing compared to observation.

In the literature, we find support for increased affordance testing related to group-

based interdependence. As alluded to above, various rituals and initiations may constitute
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community-level affordance testing. In small-scale societies where community members
rely on young men to defend against violence from neighboring communities, we see
painful male rites of passage (e.g., tattooing, scarification, teeth pulling, circumcision).
These tests assess whether adolescent boys are brave and can be depended on to
withstand the pain and trials that men endure in defense of the community (Bosmia et al.,
2015; Dunham et al., 1986; Ember & Ember, 2010; Sosis et al., 2007). Similarly, in
small-scale societies where community members rely on women’s subsistence activities,
girls are tested during initiation rites for the competence and knowledge necessary in
those activities (Brown, 1963). In sum, we begin to see evidence in support of perceivers
affordance testing when their outcomes depend greatly on particular characteristics of the
target.

Uncertainty During Transitions. Times of transition in an existing relationship
or group are often particularly fraught with uncertainty and thus especially likely to
induce affordance testing of important target characteristics. For example, platonic
friends transitioning to a romantic relationship and newer romantic partners transitioning
to higher levels of commitment experience particularly elevated levels of relational
uncertainty, as in our opening example (Afifi & Burgoon, 1998). These feelings may, in
turn, lead to a higher likelihood of affordance testing. Indeed, researchers find that people
experiencing relational uncertainty (e.g., about their partner’s relationship goals, or about
the current state or future of the relationship) often test their partner’s goals and beliefs
about the relationship to resolve this uncertainty (Knobloch & Solomon, 1999, 2002).

Research demonstrates that individuals use a variety of communication strategies

to reduce such uncertainty about their partner’s feelings or attitudes (Berger & Bradac,
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1982; Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Baxter & Wilmot, 1984; Knobloch & Solomon, 1999,
2002). One such strategy is directly asking one’s partner about their intentions and beliefs
about the relationship. However, Baxter and Wilmot (1985) show the most “taboo” topic
in a relationship is often the “state of the relationship” itself, which means direct
relationship talk is infrequent and often intentionally avoided (Baxter & Wilmot, 1985;
Cline, 1979; Wilmot, 1980). Indeed, only about half of important relationship “turning
points” appear to be achieved through direct talk (Baxter & Bullis, 1986). Instead,
romantic partners often employ “secret tests”—affordance tests—such as “endurance
tests” and “separation tests” to test a relationship’s limits and the partner’s commitment,
“indirect suggestion tests” to test the state of relationship, and “triangle tests” of fidelity
and jealousy (Baxter & Wilmot, 1984; Bell & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1990). We thus begin to
see evidence supporting the use of affordance testing to assess important characteristics
(e.g., a target’s intentions and beliefs about a relationship) due to increased uncertainty
during transitions.
Testing Foundational Hypotheses of the Affordance Testing Framework

We see promising preliminary evidence in support of several hypotheses of the
affordance testing framework, including those described above. However, other
hypotheses remain untested. Here, I turn our focus to four core hypotheses to be tested by
my dissertation, exploring how the believed observability of the characteristic of interest,
the believed importance of the characteristic, and the situational urgency felt by the
perceiver will affect the perceiver’s likelihood of affordance testing.

Hypothesis 1: Characteristics believed to be less observable are more likely

to be affordance tested. Characteristics such as honesty, loyalty, and commitment are

12



likely less observable than friendliness, kindness, and sense of humor. Yet characteristics
that are less observable may still be highly affordance-relevant, and critical for
successfully interacting with a target. Thus, when a perceiver is motivated to assess a
characteristic that is less observable, I hypothesize that the perceive will be more likely to
rely on affordance testing, rather than passive observation.

As described above, several factors determine the observability of a characteristic
(Rothbart & Park, 1986). First, observable behavioral cues to some characteristics arise
infrequently. For example, situations rarely call for acts of bravery. Indeed, research
shows that people explicitly understand that typical social interactions are more likely to
evoke cues to certain characteristics (e.g., “thoughtful””) compared to others (e.g.,
“frivolous”) (Rothbart & Park, 1986). To effectively assess less observable characteristics
(e.g., bravery), perceivers may need to affordance test—for example, by putting a target
in a situation where cues to bravery have the opportunity to manifest.

Similarly, cues to highly technical characteristics or skills (e.g., skills in math,
computer language coding, auto repair, golf, or gardening) might not generally be
revealed in the course of everyday social interaction. To evaluate such a skill, a perceiver
must create opportunities for the performance of specific tasks that allow such skills to be
displayed (e.g., job interviews, tests in classrooms). Indeed, whole industries have
emerged to provide and improve upon such (affordance) testing. For example,
employment interviews are often designed to specifically test particular skills. In
situational interviews, an employer (perceiver) assesses job-related skills and
characteristics by asking prospective employees (targets) how they would respond in

carefully designed situations (e.g., Latham et al., 1980). In task-focused interviews,
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prospective employees are asked to actually perform specific tasks that would be required
for the job (e.g., Payne & Harvey, 2010). And, in employment probationary periods, new
employees’ performance can be repeatedly assessed under specific circumstances (e.g.,
De Corte, 1998)—essentially one long affordance test.

Second, the cues available to assess certain characteristics are often not
sufficiently diagnostic. For example, even people prone to dishonesty are nonetheless
predominantly honest. Therefore, witnessing multiple instances of honesty does not
necessarily disconfirm dishonesty. Indeed, certain characteristics (e.g., “smug”) require
fewer observed behaviors to be confirmed, whereas others (e.g., “sincere”) require more
(Rothbart & Park, 1986). To effectively assess characteristics such as dishonesty or
sincerity that are less observable, perceivers may be particularly likely to affordance
test—for example, by putting targets in situations that readily enable a target to display
dishonesty or insincerity.

Hypothesis 2: Characteristics believed to be more important (i.e., that have
higher costs when assessed incorrectly) are more likely to be affordance tested.
Some characteristics are more important than others. That is, the incorrect assessment of
some characteristics may impose greater costs on the perceiver than others. Social
perceivers believe that some characteristics, such as trustworthiness, are highly important
across a variety of interdependent relationships (Cottrell et al., 2007). Additionally, some
characteristics are highly important in particular domains. For example, how nervous a
person is may be much more relevant on a debate team than in a friendship; how brave a
person is may be much more relevant in the military than in a business office. When a

perceiver believes that a characteristic is highly important, he or she may be less likely to
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leave their success in assessing that characteristic up to the chance to passively observe

cues to it in spontaneously arising everyday situations. I thus predict that characteristics
the perceiver believes to be more important (those that have steeper consequences when
judged incorrectly) are more likely to be affordance tested.

Hypothesis 3: As a perceiver feels more situational urgency, they are more
likely to affordance test a characteristic of interest. When assessing a characteristic
through passive observation, a perceiver must wait for the spontaneous occurrence of
situations that will readily elicit cues to that characteristic. However, sometimes there is a
particular deadline motivating the assessment of that characteristic and/or many targets
may need to be assessed at once. For example, an employer may feel urgency to fill a job
opening, or sorority members may feel time pressure to select new members at the
beginning of an academic year. In circumstances such as these, waiting for an affordance-
revealing situation to arise spontaneously may not be feasible, necessitating affordance
testing.

Other times, perceivers feel urgency due to informal deadlines, such as when
urgency is caused by an upcoming important decision or event. For example, in romantic
relationships, affordance testing may be particularly likely when partners are considering
moving in together or getting married. Additionally, urgency can be tied to upcoming
decisions in community affordance testing “rites of passage,” as when community
members must decide whether an adolescent can be formally accepted as an adult in the
community. To make their decision, the community must assess whether the adolescent
approaching adulthood is capable of and willing to take on the responsibilities of an adult

role in the community. Thus, I hypothesize that a perceiver’s increased felt situational

15



urgency, such as that due to an approaching deadline or decision, increases the likelihood
that the perceiver will affordance test to assess a characteristic.

Hypothesis 4: A perceiver’s felt situational urgency will interact with a
characteristic’s believed observability to predict likelihood of affordance testing. A
perceiver’s feeling of high situational urgency is likely to interact with their beliefs about
a characteristic’s observability. Although a given characteristic might be discoverable via
passive observation given sufficient time, when an assessment must be made urgently,
even characteristics that are moderately observable are likely to be affordance tested. For
example, through typical workplace interactions, it might be easy enough to observe
whether an employee has the necessary skills for a job, or whether they are courteous
under pressure. However, if the employer is considering promoting the employee to an
important position in customer service, the employer may design circumstances to
quickly test how courteous the candidate is under pressure instead of waiting for a
naturally occurring opportunity to observe cues to courtesy under pressure. Indeed,
employers use different types of interviews to assess characteristics that would be fairly
easy to assess given additional time (e.g., agreeableness, conscientious, emotional
stability in unstructured interviews; job-related skills in structured interviews) (for
reviews, see Blackman & Funder, 2002). I predict, therefore, that perceivers who feel
increased situational urgency will be more likely to affordance test even moderately
observable characteristics, due to testing’s greater efficiency. On the other hand, under
low felt urgency, perceivers may be particularly unlikely to affordance test moderately
observable characteristics, given the potential costs of affordance testing (e.g., increased

effort, potential to be perceived as manipulative). Therefore, I predict that lower versus
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higher felt urgency will have a stronger differential effect on characteristics of moderate
believed observability (compared to on those of low or high believed observability).
Specifically, I predict that under high felt urgency, perceivers are more likely to
affordance test a moderate-believed observability characteristic than would otherwise be
expected, and under low felt urgency, perceivers are less likely to affordance test a
moderate-believed observability characteristic than would otherwise be expected (see
Figure 2 for visual representation of the two hypothesized main effects of observability,

urgency, and their interaction).

Figure 2
Hypothesis 4: The Predicted Interactive Effects of Observability and Urgency on

Information-Seeking Strategy

Affordance
Testing
OBSERVABILITY
PREDICTED CONDITION
INFORMATION- -
SEEKING OLow Observability
STRATEGY OMedium Observability

m High Observability

Passive
Observation
Low High

SITUATIONAL URGENCY CONDITION

Note. The effect of felt urgency is predicted to be particularly strong when a perceiver is
motivated to assess a moderately observable characteristic, such that under situations of
high urgency, the perceiver will be especially likely to affordance test a moderately
observable characteristic (which they would otherwise be able to passively observe given
sufficient time), and is less likely to affordance test for the characteristic in situations of
low urgency.
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Overview
Social perceivers are often motivated to assess a particular characteristic in a
target. There are multiple factors that affect whether a perceiver is more likely to
passively observe or affordance test for that characteristic. Here, I provide a test of four
core hypotheses of the affordance testing framework. First, I present evidence from a
Preliminary Study: I examine how the believed observability and believed importance of
23 characteristics relate to perceivers’ likelihood of affordance testing versus passively
observing each (Hypotheses 1 and 2). Study 1 then explores both the independent and
interactive effects of felt situational urgency and believed observability on a perceiver’s
likelihood of affordance testing in a particular social context (a work setting) (Hypotheses
1, 3, and 4). Study 2 provides a conceptual replication of Study 2, increasing
generalizability by examining the same hypotheses but regarding different characteristics
of interest in a new social context (a social group) (Hypotheses 1, 3, and 4).
Preliminary Study
In a Preliminary Study focusing on 23 target characteristics (e.g., honest, brave,
trustworthy, friendly), I used a between-subjects design to assess participants’ beliefs
about the observability of those characteristics, beliefs about the importance of those
characteristics, and whether they were more likely to passively observe versus affordance
test when assessing each characteristic (see Appendix A for full Preliminary Study
methods and results; see Appendices B-D for Preliminary Study materials and full list of
characteristics). These characteristics were selected in an effort to include characteristics
that varied on several dimensions, such as their believed observability and believed

importance, and their hypothesized relevance to different social groups whose initiations

18



have been reviewed as part of this framework (e.g., Greek-letter organizations, sports
teams, gangs).

First, I assessed Hypothesis 1: That the less observable a characteristic is believed
to be, the more likely it is to be affordance tested. One set of participants (analyzed N =
863) rated how observable they believed each characteristic to be, on a 7-point scale (see
Appendix A for means and standard deviations; see Appendix B for items). A second set
of participants (analyzed N = 374) described, in their own words, how they would assess
each characteristic. These participants then read an explanation of how multiple social
information-seeking strategies exist, and the participants were given several examples of
strategies that fall on a continuum from passive observation to more “active ‘testing.’”
Finally, each participant viewed their own previous response describing how they would
assess each of the 23 characteristics and then rated their information-seeking strategy
responses on a scale from 1-Observation to 8-Active “testing” (see Appendix A for
means and standard deviations; see Appendix C for study materials).

Next, I assessed the correlation between the mean believed observability ratings
of the 23 characteristics and the mean information-seeking strategy ratings for the 23
characteristics. In support of Hypothesis 1, a characteristic’s average believed
observability was significantly negatively correlated with participants’ average likelihood
of affordance testing (versus observing) when assessing that characteristic (» (21) = -.59,
p =.003). That is, as predicted, characteristics believed to be more observable were more
likely to be assessed through observation, whereas characteristics believed to be less

observable were more likely to be assessed through affordance testing (Figure 3).
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Figure 3

Preliminary Study: Believed Observability by Information-Seeking Strategy
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Note. The relationship between the mean believed observability ratings and the mean
information-seeking strategy ratings for 23 characteristics. A characteristic’s believed
observability was measured on a 7-point scale, with higher scores in this figure indicating
higher observability. Participants rated their information-seeking strategy for each
characteristic on an 8-point scale, with higher scores indicating more affordance testing
and lower scores indicating more passive observation.

Next, I assessed Hypothesis 2: That the more important a characteristic is
believed to be, the more likely it is to be affordance tested. A third set of participants
(analyzed N = 64) rated how important they believed each characteristic to be, on a 7-
point scale (see Appendix A for means and standard deviations; see Appendix D for
items). I assessed the correlation between the mean believed importance ratings of the 23
characteristics and the mean information-seeking strategy ratings for the 23

characteristics. In support of Hypothesis 2, a characteristic’s average believed importance

was significantly positively correlated with participants’ average likelihood of affordance
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testing (versus observing) when assessing that characteristic (7 (21) = .46, p =.03). That
is, as predicted, characteristics that were believed to be more important were more likely
to be assessed through affordance testing, whereas characteristics believed to be less
important were more likely to be assessed through passive observation (Figure 4). For a
visual comparison of characteristics’ mean ratings of believed (lack of) observability,
believed importance, and likelihood of using affordance testing (vs. observation) as an

information-seeking strategy, see Figure Al.

Figure 4

Preliminary Study: Believed Importance by Information-Seeking Strategy
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Note. The relationship between the mean believed importance ratings and the mean
information-seeking strategy ratings for 23 characteristics. A characteristic’s believed
importance was measured on a 7-point scale, with higher scores indicating higher
importance. Participants rated their information-seeking strategy for each characteristic
on an 8-point scale, with higher scores indicating more affordance testing and lower
scores indicating more passive observation.
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In sum, the Preliminary Study provides correlational evidence that characteristics
believed to be less observable are more likely to be affordance tested (Hypothesis 1), and
that characteristics believed to be more important are more likely to be affordance tested
(Hypothesis 2). Next, two experiments test additional aspects of the model.

Study 1 was designed to test Hypothesis 1) that characteristics believed to be less
observable are more likely to be affordance tested; Hypothesis 3) that perceivers who feel
more urgency to draw a useful inference about a target are more likely to affordance test
when seeking information; and Hypothesis 4) that a perceiver’s felt situational urgency
and a characteristic’s believed observability will interact to affect the likelihood of
affordance testing, wherein the effect of felt urgency will be particularly strong when a
perceiver is motivated to assess a moderately observable characteristic, such that under
situations of high urgency, the perceiver will be especially likely to affordance test a
moderately observable characteristic (which they would otherwise be able to passively
observe given sufficient time), and will be less likely to affordance test for the
characteristic in situations of low urgency.

Study 2 is a conceptual replication of Study 1. Study 1 experimentally assesses
Hypotheses 1, 3, and 4 in one social context—a work setting—and focuses on three
characteristics chosen to be of comparable levels of importance but varying levels of
observability in that context. Study 2 focuses on a different social context—an exclusive
social group—and focuses on three new characteristics chosen, in parallel, to be of

comparable levels of importance but varying levels of observability in that context.

22



Selection of Characteristics for Studies 1 and 2

The designs of Studies 1 and 2 each required three characteristics that were
comparable on believed importance but varied in believed observability. Past research
shows an asymmetry in people’s responses to the same stimuli framed as negative costs
(to be avoided) versus negative rewards (to be approached)—for example, people tend to
be more eager to avoid penalties than they are to seek comparable rewards (Tversky &
Kahneman, 1981). Therefore, to avoid potential confounding of results due to
asymmetries in people’s perceptions of negatively versus positively framed characteristic
words, only negatively framed characteristics were used (e.g., cowardly but not brave,
pessimistic but not optimistic). Preliminary study data did not include assessments of
enough negative characteristics to provide two sets of characteristics of sufficiently
varied believed observability but comparable believed importance. Therefore, I collected
additional data assessing these dimensions for 27 negative characteristics (e.g.,
unforgiving, greedy, self-centered) (see Appendix E for full list of characteristics and
materials).

Data were collected from 176 undergraduate participants at Arizona State
University. Fifty-five participants did not pass the attention check (i.e., “Please select
‘Strongly disagree’ on the scale below”) and were excluded from analyses (total analyzed
N =121, 86 female). Participants’ mean age was 21.45 years (SD = 4.00) in the analyzed
sample (see Appendix F for additional demographic information). In a within-subjects
design, participants responded to the following items for each characteristic: “Imagine
that you are able to follow someone around for one week, observing everything they do,

but you are unable to interact with them in any way. How likely is it that by the end of
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the week, you will be able to tell whether this person is [characteristic]?” (1-Extremely
unlikely, 7-Extremely likely), and “In general, how important is it for you to know how
[characteristic] another person is?” (1-Extremely unlikely, 7-Extremely likely).
Characteristics were presented in randomized order, and participants were randomly
assigned to answer questions regarding believed observability or believed importance
first.

29 ¢

Based on these data, for Study 1, “mentally weak,” “tense,” and “messy” were
selected as the low, medium, and high believed observability characteristics, respectively.
Mentally weak (M =4.03, SD = 1.80) was believed to be significantly less observable
than tense (M =5.17, SD = 1.57) (t (120) =-6.29, p <.001, Cohen’s d = -0.57). Tense
was believed to be significantly less observable than messy (M = 5.96, SD = 1.42) (¢ (120)
=-4.77,p <.001, Cohen’s d = -0.43). These characteristics were also selected to be of
moderate believed importance, and to be as comparable on importance as possible.
Indeed, messy (M = 4.26, SD = 1.80) did not significantly differ from mentally weak (M =
4.52, 8D =1.76) (t (120) = 1.21, p = .22, Cohen’s d = 0.11) or tense (M = 4.06, SD =
1.55) (¢ (120) = -1.06, p = .29, Cohen’s d = -0.10). Mentally weak and tense did
significantly differ (¢ (120) = 2.63, p = .01, Cohen’s d = 0.24). However, of the set of
characteristics assessed here, mentally weak, tense, and messy provided the best balance
of high variability in believed observability yet similarity in believed importance. See
Appendix F, Figure F1, Table F1 for full list of means and standard deviations.
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For Study 2, “cowardly,” “smug,” and “loud-mouthed” were selected as the low,
medium, and high believed o