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Imagine that you learn that a co-worker of yours recently rear-ended a car. 
How do you update your impression of this person? Does it make a difference 
whether you observe the accident directly, or you hear about it from a friend? 
Or perhaps from the office gossip who has been known to spread rumors even 
if they lack any basis in reality? Does the gender or the race of the co-worker 
make any difference? What if this is the third time that the same co-worker 
has caused an accident? And what if you also know that the road was icy each 
time? 

Person memory,2 a subdiscipline of social cognition research, is synon-
ymous with the birth of social cognition as a field of study. Work on person 
memory emerged from a small conference in the late 1970s, organized by a 
group of social psychologists who recognized a new opportunity to advance 
their field by using existing methods of cognition, especially measures of 
explicit memory, to study the structure and organization of knowledge about 
other humans (Hastie et al., 1980). 

Person memory researchers investigated whether and how humans would 
update their beliefs about other humans when confronted with new knowledge 
about them, including in relatively mundane cases (such as driving ability), 
and also considerably more complex ones. In each study, a situation involving a 
single individual would be presented, with experimental designs that included 
multiple conditions varying information about the person and the context. 
Judgments of the target individual and memory for the presented information 
served as the main dependent measures. At its core, person memory as a field 
took up questions of how knowledge about other individuals is acquired, stored, 
retrieved, and updated (e.g., Higgins et al., 1977; Kerpelman & Himmelfarb, 
1971; Srull & Wyer, 1979; Winter & Uleman, 1984). 

Along with person memory’s focus on the individual, another subfield of 
social cognition, social group cognition, also made rapid progress. Here the 
focus was on representations of individuals as members of social groups, such 
as age, gender, race/ethnicity, and sexuality. Interestingly, person memory 
and social group cognition remained, to a large degree, theoretically and 
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methodologically independent of each other, in spite of their close con-
ceptual connection. Notably, from the earliest days, the idea of automaticity 
took center stage in the study of social group cognition; as such, measures of 
implicit rather than explicit memory were adapted to investigate group-based 
attitudes and stereotypes. 

Among the first such paradigms used by social cognition researchers was 
sequential priming, a procedure originally designed to explore the organiza-
tion of conceptual knowledge in human memory (Meyer & Schvaneveldt, 
1971; Neely, 1976). These methods were then specifically adapted to the 
study of social categories, such as gender and race, with a focus on both 
implicit attitudes and stereotypes (Devine, 1989; Dovidio et al., 1986; Fazio 
et al., 1986; Gaertner & McLaughlin, 1983). The goal of demonstrating the 
presence of automatic attitudes and stereotypes, both generally and in in-
tergroup contexts more specifically, characterized early research (Banaji 
et al., 1993; Banaji & Hardin, 1996). Presumably due to the dominant 
theoretical view that implicit social group cognition was resistant to new 
information (Bargh, 1999; Devine, 1989; Rydell & McConnell, 2006; Smith 
& DeCoster, 2000; Wilson et al., 2000), most relevant research tended to 
stay away from questions of change, or the acquisition and updating of re-
presentations given new knowledge. Notable exceptions emphasized the 
goal-dependent nature of implicit social cognitive processes, including im-
plicit stereotyping (Moskowitz, 1996; Moskowitz et al., 1999). 

In this chapter, we focus on a body of work that has used implicit measures, 
such as sequential priming (Fazio et al., 1986, 1995), the Implicit Association 
Test (Greenwald et al., 1998), the Affect Misattribution Procedure (Payne 
et al., 2005), and their variants, to study how evaluations of and beliefs about 
individual human targets are acquired and how they shift in the face of new 
information. As such, these studies provide insights into phenomena and pro-
cesses of implicit person memory, i.e., knowledge about individuals that is re-
trieved under conditions of automaticity. By use of the term, we do not mean to 
suggest that any of the authors whose work we discuss below would have sub-
scribed to this label themselves or, importantly, that their work would have been 
guided by a shared set of theoretical assumptions. In fact, one of the conclusions 
emerging from this brief overview points to the need for a stronger focus on 
theory building if research on implicit person memory is to make progress. 

It is odd, in retrospect, that these two lines of research, one on person 
memory and the other on social group cognition, both pursued similar goals 
of applying measures of memory to the study of social entities, and yet op-
erated in parallel, with little cross-fertilization. The fact that one engaged 
with explicit forms of memory and the other with implicit forms of memory 
hardly seems to be a sufficient reason for these lines of research to have 
remained separate, with little to no cross-talk. This is not to say that im-
portant exceptions did not exist. Notably, work by Uleman and colleagues as 
well as Moskowitz and colleagues on spontaneous trait inferences was de-
voted to the study of automatic processes in person memory from the earliest 

460 Benedek Kurdi and Mahzarin R. Banaji 



days of the field (e.g., Moskowitz, 1993; Moskowitz & Roman, 1992; Uleman 
et al., 1996; Winter & Uleman, 1984; see also Newman, 1991). Similarly, 
Bargh and colleagues used subliminal priming to investigate whether the 
accessibility of certain constructs (including traits such as honesty or hosti-
lity) could influence processes of learning and judgment about individual 
social targets even outside of conscious awareness (e.g., Bargh & 
Pietromonaco, 1982; Bargh & Thein, 1985; Pratto & Bargh, 1991). 

Research on implicit social group cognition and person memory connected 
in more profound and far-reaching ways in the mid-2000s when papers on 
implicit person memory started to appear in larger numbers (Castelli et al., 
2004; DeCoster et al., 2006; McConnell et al., 2008; Meersmans et al., 2005;  
Rydell et al., 2006). From person memory, the study of implicit person memory 
inherited its core question—an interest in knowledge about individual hu-
mans; from implicit social group cognition, it inherited its core method—an 
emphasis on memory and judgment that occurs in automatic form. 

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. In the first part of 
the chapter, we review what is already known about implicit person memory. 
For the sake of clarity and as a first tentative step toward theory building, we 
present existing implicit person memory research as belonging to one of two 
basic categories. 

In the first category, we discuss implicit person memory work that does not 
emphasize the uniquely human nature of human targets or the importance of 
uniquely social processes of reasoning. Instead, such work uses human targets 
incidentally to explore how implicit evaluations and beliefs are acquired and 
how they change. In doing so, this research does not assume that processes of 
acquisition or change differ depending on the targets of learning. Rather, the 
tacit understanding underlying these experiments seems to be that products 
and brands, the self, social categories, abstract concepts, significant others, or 
political parties are fundamentally interchangeable with each other and with 
single individuals as the targets of learning. This subset of implicit person 
memory work emphasizes questions about the inputs to and the processes 
contributing to attitude and belief acquisition and change. For example, 
among the inputs investigated are approach/avoidance training, evaluative 
conditioning, and verbal statements of different kinds. When it comes to 
process, much attention has been devoted to the distinction between asso-
ciation formation mechanisms registering merely that two stimuli go together 
in the environment and propositional processes also encoding the specific 
types of relationships that stimuli can share with each other. 

In the second category, we review studies that have investigated implicit 
person memory by attempting to identify processes specific to learning about 
social targets. The themes emerging from this subset of implicit person memory 
work include the interplay between individual-level and category-level in-
formation in implicit attitude acquisition and change, the role of facial cues, 
diagnostic narrative information, and the reinterpretation of previously en-
countered behavioral evidence about a person. This latter body of 

Implicit Person Memory 461 



experimental work, which operates under an assumption of the uniqueness of 
social learning processes, raises the complementary theoretical issue of whether 
these inputs and mechanisms are, in fact, unique to the social domain. 

At a first glance, the approaches taken by these two sets of studies seem 
intrinsically incompatible: Learning about novel social targets cannot at the 
same time be essentially equivalent to learning about a brand or an abstract 
idea and also fundamentally different from it. Competing assumptions of 
domain-general vs. domain-specific processes in human learning and memory 
are, of course, not specific to the study of implicit person memory; rather, 
they are ubiquitous across social psychology and the cognitive sciences more 
broadly. Domain-general accounts posit that the computations characterizing 
human cognition are fundamentally the same no matter whether someone is 
thinking about Reese Witherspoon, the number line, or high-calorie foods 
(e.g., Banaji & Bhaskar, 2000; Ruff & Fehr, 2014); meanwhile, domain- 
specific theories suggest that human thought cannot be properly character-
ized without adequately considering the type of object that the person is 
thinking about (e.g., Cosmides & Tooby, 1994; Sperber, 1994). 

Against this general theoretical backdrop as well as the apparent contra-
diction between the two sets of empirical studies reviewed above, we devote 
considerable space in the third (and final) section of this chapter to the issue of 
whether a domain-specific account of implicit person memory is worth proposing 
and defending. We also address other important topics that are yet to be settled in 
this area. These topics include differing definitions of what it means for a learning 
process to be effective, conditions of encoding, and probably the thorniest issue 
of all: the content and format of the mental representations mediating implicit 
person memory and, more generally, implicit social cognition. 

Implicit Person Memory as a Case Study of Domain-General 
Processes 

Early implicit social group cognition work inherited from studies of con-
ceptual organization in the human mind the method of sequential priming 
(e.g., Meyer & Schvaneveldt, 1971; Neely, 1976). In sequential priming 
studies, researchers measure participants’ speed and accuracy in responding to 
a target (e.g., the word “butter”) after exposure to different primes, some 
assumed to be semantically related to the target (e.g., the word “bread”) and 
some assumed to be unrelated (e.g., the word “democracy”). 

Along with the sequential priming paradigm, early associative theories of 
implicit social cognition (e.g., Devine, 1989; Rydell & McConnell, 2006;  
Smith & DeCoster, 2000; Wilson et al., 2000) also adopted the theoretical 
framework commonly used to interpret findings from this paradigm: spreading 
activation models of semantic memory (Collins & Loftus, 1975). These models 
assume that the human mind encodes concepts (such as “butter”, “bread”, 
“good”, “calculating”, “African American”, and “democracy”) via a set of nodes 
in a vast semantic network. The closer two concepts are associated with each 
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other in meaning, the stronger the connections between them in the network 
and, as such, the more likely encountering one is to automatically co-activate 
the representation of the other. The strength of connections, in turn, is as-
sumed to be driven by something akin to a simple form of associative learning, 
or the Hebbian principle of activity-dependent synaptic plasticity whereby 
concurrent firing of neurons strengthens their connection—the idea captured 
by the mnemonic “what fires together wires together” (Hebb, 1949). It then 
follows that concepts frequently encountered in close temporal and spatial 
proximity (such as “butter” and “bread”) will come to be strongly connected, 
whereas concepts infrequently or never encountered together (such as “butter” 
and “democracy”) will be relatively weakly, or not at all, connected. 

Importantly, in the early days of implicit social cognition research, the 
dual assumptions of (a) associative representations and (b) low-level, trial- 
by-trial associative learning seemingly obviated the need to study the ac-
quisition and change of implicit evaluations and beliefs in the lab. After all, if 
implicit attitudes merely reflect the piecemeal shift of associative strengths in 
response to the long-term co-occurrence statistics of the environment, then 
lab-based learning paradigms may not be particularly informative for at least 
two reasons. First, learning processes were assumed to be too mechanical and 
simple to be worth studying at all. Second, relatively minor manipulations of 
the kind implemented in the lab were not expected to be impactful in 
shifting a lifetime of experience tracking co-occurrences. 

However, by the mid-2000s, theoretical work in implicit social cognition 
emancipated itself from spreading activation models of memory and, im-
portantly, from the assumption of purely associative learning giving rise to 
implicit evaluations and beliefs. Notably, the associative–propositional eva-
luation (APE) model by Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2006) still assumed 
that implicit evaluations are subserved by conceptual associations stored in 
long-term memory. At the same time, it also began to stake out the idea that 
these associations can be sensitive not only to co-occurrences experienced in 
the environment but also, indirectly, to the relational content of proposi-
tions.3 That is, they are assumed to encode not only the fact that two stimuli 
are associated with each other and the degree of their relatedness but also the 
type of relationship that they share with each other. For instance, under strict 
associative theories, exposure to statements such as “Donald is not delu-
sional” is expected to produce an ironic effect of strengthening the con-
nection between the conceptual nodes “Donald” and “delusional” in long- 
term memory. By contrast, under the APE model, at least in certain cases, 
implicit evaluations can reflect the propositional content of the statement, 
thus strengthening the conceptual connection between “Donald” and “ra-
tional” rather than the purely associative “Donald” and “delusional”. 

Later, De Houwer and his colleagues formulated an even more radical 
proposal (e.g., De Houwer, 2007, 2014; Mitchell et al., 2009), which has 
since gained much empirical traction. Specifically, they posited that asso-
ciative processes of learning and representation are not necessary to account 
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for the acquisition and change of implicit evaluations at all. Rather, similar 
to their explicit counterparts, implicit evaluations were assumed to be able to 
shift quickly and dynamically (rather than only in response to vast numbers 
of stimulus co-occurrences). This idea represented a radical departure from 
previous thinking according to which implicit cognition taps associative 
structures and is therefore immune to propositional reasoning. As such, 
propositional theories went further in expanding the scope of potential in-
puts to implicit social cognition than even the most flexible dual-process 
accounts available at the time, such as the APE model mentioned above. 
Moreover, propositional accounts did away with the idea of associative re-
presentation. Instead, implicit and explicit evaluations were both thought to 
emerge from propositional representations (e.g., “Donald is delusional”) and 
assumed to differ only in terms of the conditions of their retrieval. 
Specifically, propositional accounts suggest that implicit evaluations are 
characterized by relatively more automatic and explicit evaluations by rela-
tively more controlled processes of activating the same type of propositional 
knowledge stored in long-term memory. 

These new theoretical developments have fueled innovative empirical work 
on the acquisition and change of implicit evaluations and beliefs for at least 
three reasons. First, the APE model and, to a considerably larger extent, pro-
positional accounts, popularized the idea that implicit social cognition may be 
amenable to the same basic processes of flexible updating as explicit social 
cognition, including its propensity for quick and dynamic revision in the face of 
relational information. If this is the case, then those processes of updating 
needed to be explored experimentally. Second, with theoretical disagreement 
between associative accounts, dual-process accounts, and propositional ac-
counts regarding the processes of learning and representation underlying im-
plicit evaluation came the desire to advance the debate and to reach a 
satisfactory resolution. Third, the APE model and propositional accounts are 
both yet to be formulated with sufficient computational specificity to derive 
falsifiable predictions from them. As such, efforts to constrain these theories 
using empirical data, and to eventually develop versions specific enough to be 
falsifiable, have been ongoing ever since these accounts were first introduced. 
Given interest in and methods available for formal modeling of mental pro-
cesses, we are cautiously optimistic about the likelihood of success at this time. 

Against this theoretical backdrop, a considerable number of implicit 
person memory studies have attempted to answer two distinct but related 
questions. First, what types of input are capable of producing change in 
implicit evaluations of or beliefs about novel human targets? Researchers 
have studied different types of input that can roughly be divided into the 
following categories: (a) approach/avoidance training (e.g., Van Dessel et al., 
2015, 2016); (b) attribute conditioning, that is, repeated pairings of a target 
with stimuli related to a semantic category (e.g., Förderer & Unkelbach, 
2015, 2016); (c) evaluative conditioning, that is, repeated pairings of a target 
with intrinsically valenced stimuli (e.g., Förderer & Unkelbach, 2013; 
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Gast & Rothermund, 2011a, 2011b; Rydell & Jones, 2009); and (d) beha-
vioral statements (e.g., Boucher & Rydell, 2012; Cone et al., 2019, 2021;  
Moran et al., 2015, 2017; Olcaysoy Okten et al., 2019; Olcaysoy Okten & 
Moskowitz, 2020; Peters & Gawronski, 2011; Rydell et al., 2007). Second, 
what kind of learning processes mediate learning via the different manip-
ulations mentioned previously? Specifically, are learning processes uniquely 
sensitive to associative information (co-occurrences of stimuli in the en-
vironment), or do they also encode relational information (the different 
types of relationship that those stimuli can share with each other)? 

Responsiveness of Implicit Person Memory to Different Types of 
Learning 

The first major finding emerging from this literature, which seems robust if not 
incontrovertible given the strength of the evidence, is that implicit person 
memory is flexible (that, is capable of changing) in the face of a variety of 
different inputs, including the types of information described above. Such 
inputs include approach/avoidance training, attribute conditioning, evaluative 
conditioning, and behavioral statements. For example, participants in the 
studies by Van Dessel et al. (2015) updated implicit evaluations of novel 
human targets that they approached in a positive direction and those that they 
avoided in a negative direction. Likewise, participants in the studies by  
Förderer and Unkelbach (2015) updated implicit beliefs of targets on trait 
dimensions such as athleticism as a result of repeated pairings of the targets 
with material semantically related to those trait dimensions. Participants have 
also been shown to adjust implicit evaluations of targets paired with positive 
stimuli in a positive direction and those paired with negative stimuli in a 
negative direction (Rydell & Jones, 2009). Finally, Rydell et al. (2007) found 
that participants revised their implicit evaluations of targets in both positive 
and negative directions in a lawful manner in response to verbal statements. 
Taken together, this body of work demonstrates that implicit evaluations of 
and beliefs about novel human targets are subject to change, including in re-
sponse to relatively minimal experimental manipulations. 

This basic result, which has been replicated dozens of times, seems funda-
mentally incompatible with the idea that implicit evaluations and beliefs re-
quire vast amounts of information to form and then to change. After all, the 
experiments referenced above involved exposure to information about novel 
individuals for relatively short periods of time ranging from a few minutes to no 
more than an hour. Arguably, this time frame is insufficient for the types of 
protracted learning processes posited by traditional associative theories (e.g.,  
Devine, 1989; Rydell & McConnell, 2006; Smith & DeCoster, 2000; Wilson 
et al., 2000) to be essential for implicit attitude acquisition and change to 
unfold. By contrast, this body of evidence is considerably easier to reconcile 
with more flexible dual-process theories (e.g., Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 
2006) and single-process propositional theories (e.g., De Houwer, 2007, 2014;  
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Mitchell et al., 2009), which allow for the possibility that implicit evaluations 
could be updated dynamically in the face of relatively small amounts of in-
formation. 

The Role of Associative vs. Propositional Processes in Implicit 
Person Memory 

At the same time, it is notable that at least three of the four types of ma-
nipulations described above, including approach/avoidance training, attri-
bute conditioning, and evaluative conditioning, are commonly assumed to be 
associative in at least two senses of the word. First, these paradigms create 
learning via repeated co-occurrences of a target with a stimulus or action. 
Second, they are usually thought to reflect the products of such learning by 
strengthening conceptual associations in long-term memory. Arguably, the 
behavioral statements used in the paradigms described above (such as “Mike 
cheated during a poker game”) can also be interpreted in associative terms 
given that they include co-occurrences of a target (e.g., “Mike”) with va-
lenced words (e.g., “cheat”; Caliskan et al., 2017; Kurdi & Dunham, 2021). 
As such, based on these results alone, it seems that the only minor change 
required to make traditional associative theories compatible with the data on 
learning and change is to allow for the possibility that associative learning 
can unfold quickly, perhaps after as few as a dozen trials or even in response 
to a single, highly potent, stimulus pairing. This possibility is by no means 
incompatible with theories and empirical findings on associative learning 
from outside the social cognition context (e.g., Drew et al., 2010; Gershman, 
2015; Rescorla & Wagner, 1972). 

However, another finding, now also broadly replicated, appears to be even 
more fundamentally incompatible with a purely associative notion of implicit 
person memory (for reviews, see Cone et al., 2017; De Houwer et al., 2020;  
Kurdi & Dunham, 2020). Specifically, under associative accounts, implicit 
evaluations and beliefs are thought to reflect exclusively the fact that two 
things go together in the environment and the number of times that they 
have been paired with each other. However, in direct contradiction to this 
idea, implicit evaluations and beliefs have been robustly demonstrated to also 
reflect how two pieces of information are related to each other. 

Here we mention only a few cases in which implicit evaluations were found 
to encode relational information in a way that seems fundamentally in-
compatible with associative accounts. For example, implicit evaluations of 
novel targets in the studies by Peters and Gawronski (2011) and Boucher and 
Rydell (2012) were sensitive to whether the content of statements about those 
targets was affirmed or negated: A person presented along with the behavior 
“continually yells at his wife in public” was evaluated negatively when the 
behavior was revealed to be characteristic of him; however, when it was re-
vealed to be uncharacteristic, implicit evaluations shifted in a positive direc-
tion. The idea that abstract knowledge of this kind would be crucial, or even 
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relevant, to implicit person memory would have been difficult to entertain in a 
predominantly associative framework. Notably, Kurdi and Dunham (2021) 
even found that the updating of implicit evaluations of a novel target depended 
on whether participants made normative errors in propositional inference, such 
as denying the antecedent, providing further evidence for the importance of 
high-level reasoning processes. Together, these results strongly suggest that 
associative processes alone are insufficient to account for the patterns of 
learning and updating observed in implicit person memory. 

Domain-Specific Processes in Implicit Person Memory 

The implicit person memory studies reviewed in the previous section share 
the important commonality that they have been designed to test relatively 
domain-general theories of implicit social cognition. These theories assume, 
more or less tacitly, that processes of learning and representation cut across 
different types of human (and even non-human) targets and that, therefore, 
different types of target stimuli used to investigate such processes are rela-
tively interchangeable with each other. In fact, in our own work, we have 
conducted learning studies involving existing social categories and non-social 
targets (e.g., Kurdi & Banaji, 2017), novel social groups (e.g., Kurdi & 
Dunham, 2021), and novel individuals (e.g., Mann et al., 2020) without 
systematically investigating whether these targets differ from each other in 
theoretically relevant ways. Nevertheless, convergent results obtained across 
different categories of stimuli suggest that the underlying learning process is 
sufficiently general to produce similar outcomes. Such a result may be seen as 
surprising from the perspective of theories across the cognitive sciences that 
have emphasized the importance of domain-specific processes to human 
learning and memory (e.g., Cosmides & Tooby, 1994; J. P. Mitchell et al., 
2005; Saxe & Kanwisher, 2003; Sperber, 1994). 

By contrast, the studies discussed in this section have focused on inputs to 
and processes of implicit attitude acquisition and change that are relatively 
specific to the domain of person memory. Such domain specificity is usually 
related to one of two aspects of studies: the types of information being pre-
sented and the types of information processing assumed to occur. Of course, 
these two aspects are intertwined with each other more often than not, but 
here we discuss each of them separately for ease of presentation. 

On the one hand, some studies have relied on information about novel 
social targets that would not be meaningfully interpretable outside the social 
domain. Such studies have included experiments probing the interplay of 
individual-level and category-level information (e.g., Cao & Banaji, 2016;  
Gawronski et al., 2003; McConnell et al., 2008; Rubinstein et al., 2018;  
Rubinstein & Jussim, 2019) and the effects of facial cues on implicit eva-
luation (e.g., Gawronski & Quinn, 2013; Shen et al., 2020). On the other 
hand, studies have also presented information to participants that was as-
sumed to give rise to domain-specific processes of social reasoning: diagnostic 
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information about a target’s true moral character (e.g., Cone et al., 2019,  
2021; Cone & Ferguson, 2015) or information prompting participants to 
reinterpret a target’s previously encountered behaviors (e.g., Kurdi et al., 
2021b; Mann & Ferguson, 2015, 2017; Olcaysoy Okten et al., 2019). 

Additional Evidence for Flexibility and the Role of Relational 
Information 

The studies reviewed here differ from the studies reviewed previously in their 
emphasis on uniquely social types of information and inference. However, at 
the same time, similar to the relatively domain-general studies discussed 
previously, they can provide evidence on the flexibility of implicit person 
memory in the face of different types of input as well as on the role of re-
lational information in processes of updating. Indeed, these relatively 
domain-specific studies have provided ample evidence for the flexible up-
dating of implicit evaluations. As such, their findings largely converge with 
the experiments relying on relatively domain-general information reviewed 
above in suggesting that, contrary to influential early conceptualizations of 
implicit social cognition as resistant to updating (e.g., Bargh, 1999; Devine, 
1989; Rydell & McConnell, 2006; Smith & DeCoster, 2000; Wilson et al., 
2000; but see Moskowitz et al., 1999; Blair, 2002), implicit person memory is 
remarkably flexible in response to ever-changing informational inputs. 

Moreover, similar to the set of domain-general studies reviewed above, 
updating in many of these experiments seems to have unfolded in a way that 
is difficult to reconcile with notions of slow and piecemeal associative 
learning to the exclusion of propositional processes of reasoning, which is a 
central assumption of associative accounts of implicit social cognition. For 
example, Cone and Ferguson (2015) demonstrated that implicit evaluations 
of a novel target formed from dozens of behavioral statements can reverse in 
valence from positive to negative as a result of a single piece of highly di-
agnostic information about that target (e.g., the person having mutilated a 
small, defenseless animal). Given the extremity of the valence of the novel 
information, this result in and of itself may be explained by a particularly 
potent form of associative learning. However, the finding that the strength of 
updating tracked the extent to which participants believed that the novel 
information was believable and diagnostic of the target’s moral character 
(Cone et al., 2019, 2021) seems even more fundamentally incompatible with 
purely associative accounts. 

Studies relying on the idea of reinterpretation have produced findings that 
are similarly difficult to reconcile with piecemeal association formation 
mechanisms. In these studies, unlike in most work on the updating of implicit 
evaluations, attitude change is not achieved by presenting entirely novel 
information about the target; rather, participants are prompted to reconsider 
the evaluative implications of already known information. For example,  
Kurdi et al. (2021b) have shown that exposure to excerpts from a real-world 
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podcast, containing a mix of positive and negative information, can lead to 
considerable updating of initially highly negative evaluations of an in-
dividual. Furthermore, similar to the studies relying on diagnostic informa-
tion reviewed above, the amount of updating was predicted by the extent to 
which participants found the novel counterattitudinal information persua-
sive. Such ubiquitous involvement of higher-order reasoning processes in 
implicit person memory seems difficult if not impossible to reconcile with the 
idea of a cognitive system that merely tracks co-occurrences of targets with 
valenced information in the environment. 

Evidence of Domain-Specific Processes 

Notably, given their reliance on certain types of (social) information and 
(social) reasoning, these experiments also additionally inform about relatively 
domain-specific processes of implicit person memory. These insights concern 
the relative importance of category-level and individual-level information, use 
of facial cues, and the role of diagnostic information and reinterpretation. As 
mentioned in the introduction, we see an inherent contradiction between the 
approaches of (a) treating human targets as fundamentally interchangeable 
with other classes of stimuli (such as brands or abstract concepts) in implicit 
person memory work vs. (b) assuming that implicit evaluations of and beliefs 
about human targets are sensitive to a unique set of inputs and learning pro-
cesses. As such, we hope that placing these two groups of studies side by side 
and critically reviewing both sets of underlying assumptions will prove helpful 
in reaching a resolution and achieving theoretical integration. 

Category-Level Information vs. Individuating Information 

A relatively large number of studies have investigated the interplay between 
and relative importance of category-level information (e.g., information that 
a target is a man or Iranian American) and individuating information (e.g., 
information that they rear-ended a car or took money from a donation box) 
in implicit person memory. Given the uniquely social nature of both the 
social category information and the individuating information used in these 
studies, this work can reasonably be interpreted as informing about domain- 
specific processes of social learning and memory. 

In an early study, Gawronski et al. (2003) demonstrated that implicit 
evaluations of social categories can bias the process of forming an impression 
of individuals belonging to those categories. Specifically, participants in these 
studies interpreted ambiguous behaviors performed by a Black target more 
negatively than the same ambiguous behaviors performed by a White target 
but only to the extent that they had relatively positive implicit attitudes 
toward White Americans and relatively negative implicit attitudes toward 
Black Americans. Given the uniquely social nature of both the category-level 
and individual-level information used by Gawronski et al. (2003), this 
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experiment seems to provide early evidence for the involvement of uniquely 
domain-specific processes in implicit person memory. 

More recent work has investigated the formation of implicit evaluations of 
and implicit beliefs about novel social targets more directly by presenting 
category-level and individual-level information to participants that were 
contradictory in their evaluative or semantic implications. Similar to the  
Gawronski et al. (2003) study, given the uniquely social nature of both types 
of information, these experiments are broadly assumed to inform about 
domain-specific inputs to implicit person memory. 

For example, Cao and Banaji (2016) introduced participants to a male and 
a female target (category-level information) and then described the former as 
a nurse and the latter as a doctor (individuating information). Although 
implicit beliefs shifted significantly relative to baseline, they were still in-
dicative of the persistence of stereotype-congruent associations of the female 
target with the category “nurse” and the male target with the category 
“doctor.” Other work using different designs and different targets has pro-
duced results ranging from complete reliance of implicit person memory on 
category-level information to the exclusion of individual-level information 
(McConnell et al., 2008) to complete reliance on individual-level informa-
tion to the exclusion of category-level information (Rubinstein et al., 2018;  
Rubinstein & Jussim, 2019). As such, further empirical and conceptual work 
will be necessary to reconcile these seemingly contradictory findings with 
each other. However, crucially, as a set, these studies seem to provide 
compelling evidence for the role of uniquely social types of input in the 
updating of implicit evaluations and beliefs. 

The Role of Facial Information 

A second, considerably smaller, set of studies have investigated the influence of 
the human face on implicit person memory. The effects of different facial cues, 
such as the shape of the face, the distance between the eyes, and the height of 
the forehead, on impression formation have been well documented using self- 
report measures (for reviews, see Todorov et al., 2008, 2015). Crucially from 
our perspective, similar to social category information, facial features are widely 
seen as a source of uniquely social information. As such, studies investigating 
the effects of facial cues on implicit measures of evaluation and belief can also 
provide information on relatively domain-specific mechanisms of learning and 
change in implicit person memory. 

In a first relevant study by Gawronski and Quinn (2013), participants read 
positive and negative behavioral statements about novel targets (presented as 
faces) and then completed implicit measures of attitude toward previously 
unseen targets whose faces were manipulated to appear similar to the targets 
about whom participants had learned earlier. Implicit evaluations generalized 
to these novel target faces, thus providing initial evidence for the idea that 
facial cues can influence implicit person memory. In more recent work, Shen 
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et al. (2020) produced a conceptually similar finding, demonstrating that 
targets whose faces were manipulated to appear extremely untrustworthy en-
gendered highly negative implicit evaluations. At the same time, diagnostic 
behavioral information about the same targets (see below) led to the revision, 
and sometimes full reversal, of the face-based negative evaluations. Again, 
these studies seem to provide evidence for the operation of relatively domain- 
specific processes of learning and updating in implicit person memory. 

Diagnostic Information and Reinterpretation 

Research by Ferguson, Cone, Mann, and colleagues has investigated in detail 
two seemingly uniquely social forms of updating in implicit person memory: 
the first relying on diagnostic information (Cone et al., 2019, 2021; Cone & 
Ferguson, 2015) and the second on the reinterpretation of previously en-
countered behavioral information (Kurdi et al., 2021b; Mann et al., 2020;  
Mann & Ferguson, 2015, 2017). 

As alluded to earlier, the first type of paradigm tends to pit two types of 
information against each other: a large number of behavioral statements 
implying a positive evaluation of a novel target and a single piece of ex-
tremely negative and diagnostic behavioral information about the same 
target. Notably, these studies are theoretically well integrated with, and have 
directly expanded upon, a long line of work relying on explicit measures of 
impression formation (e.g., Reeder & Brewer, 1979; Reeder & Coovert, 1986;  
Trafimow & Schneider, 1994). Specifically, they show that negative beha-
vioral information, especially extremely negative behavioral information, 
tends to give rise to particularly strong dispositional inferences and that these 
inferences, in turn, influence not only explicit but also implicit evaluations. 
Given that dispositional inferences are widely seen as uninterpretable outside 
a social context, these studies can also be construed as providing evidence for 
the operation of uniquely social processes in implicit person memory. 

Similar to studies involving diagnostic behavioral information, studies 
relying on the idea of reinterpretation are also usually assumed to demon-
strate the flexibility of implicit evaluations in the face of uniquely social 
information. The typical design of reinterpretation experiments involves 
presenting an initial narrative that is rich in negative episodic details (e.g.,  
Mann & Ferguson, 2015, 2017; but see Olcaysoy Okten et al., 2019). For 
example, participants in Mann and Ferguson (2015) were introduced to a 
novel target called Francis West and read a relatively long vignette about 
him breaking into his neighbors’ homes to remove “precious things” from 
them. Based on this initial information, participants construed West’s actions 
as a burglary and evaluated him negatively on both explicit and implicit 
measures. Subsequently, in the reinterpretation condition, participants 
learned that West entered the houses because they were on fire and the 
“precious things” that he removed (saved) were actually the neighbors’ 
children. Although the second piece of information is minimal in length and 
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detail compared with the narrative presented at the outset of the study, it was 
sufficient to induce revisions to, and often full reversals of, the initially 
formed negative evaluations. As such, this line of work provides additional 
evidence for the effective and rapid revision of implicit evaluations in the 
face of relatively domain-specific forms of reasoning about social information. 

Interim Summary: The Flexibility of Implicit Person 
Memory 

To summarize the insights gained from the work reviewed previously, evi-
dence for the possibility of rapidly and dynamically revising implicit eva-
luations of novel social targets seems overwhelming. Processes of revision can 
unfold in response to information that could be characterized as relatively 
domain-general (including actions to approach or avoid targets, pairings of 
targets with intrinsically pleasant or unpleasant stimuli, and exposure to 
valenced verbal descriptions of targets), or in response to information that 
could be characterized as more specific to social targets (including competing 
category-level and individuating information, facial cues, diagnostic beha-
vioral information, and information giving rise to the reinterpretation of 
previously encountered behaviors). These inputs to the updating of implicit 
evaluations clearly go beyond simple stimulus pairings; moreover, learning 
can emerge highly effectively, within a matter of a few minutes. Finally, even 
learning from seemingly simple paradigms involving the repeated presenta-
tion of stimulus pairings has been shown to be modulated by the meaning 
with which participants imbue those stimulus pairings, either spontaneously 
or as a result of relational information provided by the experimenter. 

Overall, these results are difficult to reconcile both with most early con-
ceptualizations of implicit social cognition, inherited from spreading acti-
vation models of memory, as well as the associative accounts building on 
these early conceptualizations (e.g., Bargh, 1999; Devine, 1989; Rydell & 
McConnell, 2006; Smith & DeCoster, 2000; Wilson et al., 2000; but see  
Moskowitz et al., 1999; Blair, 2002). After all, according to these accounts, 
implicit evaluations and beliefs can be updated only as a result of protracted 
learning involving vast numbers of stimulus pairings. Moreover, under these 
theories, implicit cognition is thought to be sensitive exclusively to co- 
occurrence information experienced in the environment without reflecting 
the ways in which such information is construed by the reasoner. By contrast, 
these findings are compatible with propositional accounts of implicit eva-
luation (e.g., De Houwer, 2007, 2014; Mitchell et al., 2009) as well as other 
theories that do not posit a strict separation between an implicit system 
reflecting an associative mode of processing and an explicit system reflecting 
a propositional mode of processing (e.g., Cunningham et al., 2007; Fazio, 
2007; Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006; Kurdi & Dunham, 2020). 

In summary, the body of knowledge generated by the field of implicit person 
memory (and implicit social cognition more broadly) over the past two decades 
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has led to a fundamental revision of most early conceptualizations of implicit 
attitudes. Specifically, there has been a significant movement away from the-
ories uniquely emphasizing the importance of associative processes of learning 
and representation toward theories emphasizing (additionally or exclusively) 
the importance of propositional processes of learning and representation. 
Although substantial disagreement still remains about the relative contribu-
tions of different types of processes to implicit evaluation (e.g., Gawronski & 
Bodenhausen, 2018; De Houwer, 2018; Kurdi & Dunham, 2020; McConnell & 
Rydell, 2014), we believe that this shift alone demonstrates the considerable 
promise of the experimental approaches taken since the mid-2000s in un-
raveling the nature of implicit cognition and social learning. 

Open Empirical and Theoretical Questions in Implicit 
Person Memory 

In spite of the theoretically rich insights that have emerged over the past 20 
years of research on implicit person memory, a sizable number of issues, some 
of them of crucial theoretical importance, are yet to be resolved or even to be 
systematically addressed. Some of these issues are specific to implicit person 
memory but several of them apply, mutatis mutandis, to implicit social cog-
nition more generally. In the remainder of the chapter, we offer a brief and 
subjective overview of these unresolved issues. We hope that this overview 
will provide an impetus for new theory development and empirical work, or 
at least serve as a basis for discussions about what directions new theoretical 
and empirical approaches should take. 

Do We Need a Domain-Specific Theory of Implicit Person 
Memory? 

The apparent inconsistency in basic theoretical assumptions between the two 
sets of studies reviewed above seems in need of resolution. Specifically, al-
though these theoretical assumptions are rarely if ever discussed explicitly, 
the first set of studies, relying on paradigms such as approach/avoidance 
training, attribute conditioning, evaluative conditioning, and verbal state-
ments, seem to assume that the processes and mechanisms of implicit eva-
luation are largely domain-general. From this assumption it follows that (a) 
paradigms originally developed in the context of animal learning, and only 
later adapted to the study of human cognition and human social cognition, 
are generally well-suited to the study of implicit attitude acquisition and 
change and (b) the stimuli used in these paradigms (be they non-words, 
shapes, products, social groups, abstract concepts, or single individuals) are 
generally interchangeable with each other. Virtually all theories of implicit 
evaluation discussed in this chapter so far seem to make exactly the same 
assumption simply by virtue of being silent on the possibility of any domain- 
specific processes of implicit evaluation. 
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By contrast, the second set of studies seem to make a fundamentally dif-
ferent assumption, namely that there are at least some processes of implicit 
person memory that cannot be described using domain-general mechanisms. 
These studies have provided evidence for learning unfolding via the interplay 
of individuating and social category information, facial cues, diagnostic be-
havioral information, and reinterpretation. Notably, to the degree that these 
studies are embedded in existing theoretical frameworks, they tend to em-
phasize accounts that have been formulated in the context of person memory, 
such as the continuum model of impression formation (Fiske & Neuberg, 
1990), interpersonal transference (Chen & Andersen, 1990), and attribution 
theories (e.g., Reeder & Brewer, 1979). 

As presently implemented, these two approaches seem fundamentally in-
compatible with each other. Implicit evaluations of individual targets cannot 
be subserved by exclusively, or at least mostly, domain-general processes and 
also, simultaneously, by exclusively, or at least mostly, domain-specific pro-
cesses. At least three possibilities for resolving this apparent inconsistency are 
worth considering. First, it is conceivable that the processes underlying im-
plicit evaluation are mostly domain-general. Second, it is conceivable that 
the processes underlying implicit evaluation are mostly domain-specific. 
Finally, it is also conceivable that this level of analysis is too coarse and 
different aspects of implicit evaluation should be investigated separately 
along the continuum from fully domain-general to fully domain-specific. 

Without prejudging how these open questions will be resolved, we believe 
that substantial amounts of theoretical work and empirical evidence already 
exist to suggest that these issues are sufficiently important to be experimentally 
addressed. First, the most critical takeaway from propositional theories of im-
plicit evaluation (e.g., De Houwer, 2007, 2014; Mitchell et al., 2009) and 
empirical work informed by these theories is that associative processes relying 
exclusively on the idea of registering co-occurrence information are insufficient 
to capture the processes of acquisition and change observed in experimental 
studies. However, if this is the case, and processes of high-level reasoning have 
a ubiquitous influence on implicit evaluation, then the possibility that humans 
might reason differently about social and non-social entities, and even different 
social entities, cannot be dismissed out of hand. The amount of existing re-
search that has shown distinctions between social and non-social processing, 
especially when measures of neural activation are included (e.g., J. P. Mitchell 
et al., 2005; Saxe & Kanwisher, 2003; Young et al., 2007), strongly suggests 
that this issue should become a priority for testing. 

As an example from recent theoretical work, Faure et al. (2020) have 
made a compelling case for studying implicit evaluation in the context of 
close relationships and for incorporating the findings from such studies into 
overarching theories of implicit social cognition. Specifically, these authors 
point out that these theories tend to treat race attitudes (and, to some degree, 
other intergroup attitudes) and attitudes toward novel experimental targets 
as ideal typical cases of implicit evaluation. However, unlike these two 
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attitude domains, highly consequential implicit evaluations of close others, 
such as family members and romantic partners, stem from rich, complex, and 
constant, or at least repeated, personal experience that fluctuates in both 
valence and intensity. If the processes giving rise to implicit evaluations of 
close others and other social entities differ from each other in such a clear 
and potentially consequential way, then beliefs and evaluations in other 
domains that are being routinely investigated using implicit measures of 
(social) cognition, such as consumer goods and brands (Dimofte, 2010), 
addictive substances (Lindgren et al., 2020), and other attitude objects re-
levant to psychopathology (Teachman et al., 2019), may also differ con-
siderably from each of those areas and also from each other. 

Moreover, a systematic comparative approach would presumably also 
prompt investigators to be more precise about the types of differences that 
may exist between social and non-social attitude objects that are relevant to 
processes of attitude acquisition and revision. For example, the studies in-
vestigating the effects of conflicting social group information and in-
dividuating information seem to tacitly assume that this distinction is 
uniquely relevant to human targets. Although certain aspects of such in-
formation may indeed be unique, cases of contradictory category-level and 
individual-level information can also be considered a specific instance of the 
effects of how categorical and exemplar-specific information are integrated 
with each other in long-term memory. This issue has been studied ex-
tensively across different subfields of psychology (e.g., Medin et al., 1984;  
Merriman et al., 1997; Schapiro et al., 2017). 

Similarly, although studies investigating the updating of implicit evaluations 
via diagnostic behavioral information and reinterpretation seem to assume that 
reasoning on the basis of these two types of input is uniquely social, such 
reasoning may at least in part be supported by domain-general processes. For 
example, the diagnostic behavioral information used in studies by Cone, 
Ferguson, and colleagues tends to be both negative and extreme in valence 
and, as such, the more general phenomenon of negativity dominance (Rozin & 
Royzman, 2001) may contribute to the effect. Of course, one could make the 
argument that the mechanisms underlying updating of implicit evaluations via 
diagnostic behavioral information cannot be satisfactorily explained by simple 
negativity dominance because the effect does not arise if the target is only 
incidentally associated with negative information (Cone & Ferguson, 2015). 
However, the process of assigning observable outcomes in the world to hidden 
latent causes is by no means specific to the social domain (Gershman et al., 
2015; Gershman & Niv, 2010). Moreover, Kurdi et al. (2021c) have provided 
tentative evidence for the operation of negativity dominance specifically in the 
context of the acquistion of non-social attitudes. 

A potentially defining difference between implicit person memory and 
other forms of implicit evaluation may be the sensitivity of the former, but 
not of the latter, to reasoning about hidden mental states, such as goals, 
beliefs, and desires (J. P. Mitchell et al., 2005; Saxe & Kanwisher, 2003;  
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Young et al., 2007). For example, Saxe and Kanwisher (2003) have found 
differences in neural activation in response to scenarios involving false beliefs 
(e.g., Sally erroneously believing that an object is in one box rather than in 
the other) vs. scenarios involving other types of false representations (e.g., an 
outdated photograph, such as a photograph of an apple hanging from a tree, 
which has been blown to the ground by a strong wind since the picture was 
taken). Similarly, Mitchell et al. (2005) identified unique patterns of neural 
activation when participants were asked to consider targets’ psychological 
states (e.g., “curious” or “energetic”) rather than their physical features. 

In line with the idea that mental state reasoning may be an important 
contributor to implicit person memory, a recent line of studies by Kurdi et al. 
(2020) have provided evidence for the sensitivity of implicit evaluations to 
targets’ accurate and false beliefs about the world. Specifically, in these studies, 
implicit evaluations of novel targets were more negative when they caused 
positive rather than negative outcomes. However, holding the valence of the 
outcome constant, implicit evaluations deviated more strongly from neutrality 
when the outcomes were caused intentionally (e.g., putting poison in some-
one’s coffee knowing that it is poison) rather than unintentionally (e.g., put-
ting poison in someone’s coffee erroneously believing that it is sugar). 

However, although these results are suggestive, there remains much to be 
explored about the potential uniqueness of some types of input to, or pro-
cesses underlying, implicit person memory. First, the vignettes used in the 
experiments by Kurdi et al. (2020) featured extremely negative outcomes. As 
such, the results may not generalize to more mundane cases, which would 
undercut the idea that implicit person memory universally involves mental 
state reasoning. Second, whether mental state reasoning consistently con-
tributes to implicit evaluations of social targets is unclear. It is possible that 
mental state reasoning may be impactful only in cases where it is directly 
applicable to the problem at hand (such as diagnostic behavioral informa-
tion). Alternatively, such reasoning may operate by default even in cases 
where seemingly no relevant information is being provided (such as eva-
luative conditioning). Third, not all human targets activate mental state 
reasoning to the same degree (e.g., Harris & Fiske, 2006; McLoughlin & 
Over, 2017), which may make the ubiquity of this potentially uniquely social 
input to the updating of implicit evaluations questionable. 

What about Different Definitions of Effectiveness? 

The overwhelming majority of studies reviewed in this chapter equate the 
effectiveness of different forms of person learning, at least tacitly, with their 
immediate capacity to modulate responding on an implicit measure of belief 
or evaluation. However, as suggested by recent investigations in the context 
of implicit race attitudes, the temporary malleability of implicit evaluations 
need not translate into enduring change (Lai et al., 2014, 2016). A handful 
of studies have already explored, and provided evidence for, the durability of 
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change in implicit person memory brought about by different interventions 
(Cone et al., 2021; Kurdi et al., 2021a; Mann et al., 2020; Mann & Ferguson, 
2017; Ranganath & Nosek, 2008). However, we hope that such investiga-
tions will become more commonly implemented in the future given that they 
have the potential to inform both about basic mechanisms of learning and 
change and about the effectiveness of different interventions in producing 
long-term shifts in implicit evaluation. 

Moreover, if learning is to be truly effective, it should generalize across 
different contexts. In the study of both animal learning (e.g., Bouton & 
Bolles, 1979; Bouton & Peck, 1992) and human memory (e.g., Schiller et al., 
2010, 2013) it is commonplace to assume that novel information contra-
dicting the evaluative implications of a prior learning episode does not 
usually erase the memory trace associated with the original experience. 
Rather, it tends to create a new memory trace, which now competes with the 
old memory trace for expression. Although a relatively large body of evidence 
exists to suggest that implicit evaluations can be context-dependent 
(Gawronski et al., 2018), the boundary conditions and replicability of such 
effects are not sufficiently well understood (Gawronski et al., 2015). 
Moreover, with the sole exception of a study by Brannon and Gawronski 
(2017), none of these studies have systematically investigated the relative 
context (in-)dependence of different types of input to implicit evaluation. 

Finally, next to nothing is known about whether and to what degree 
implicit evaluations created via different types of knowledge differ from each 
other in terms of their resistance to novel counterattitudinal information 
(but see Kurdi et al., 2021a). In fact, related to the conclusions of the pre-
vious section, different criteria of relative effectiveness may not yield con-
sistent results across different areas of attitude acquisition and change. As 
such, based on presently available data, it can be confidently concluded that 
processes of implicit person memory (and implicit social cognition more 
broadly) are momentarily malleable in the face of complex information that 
goes well beyond simple co-occurrence information, including reasoning 
about causes and effects, mental states, and the believability and diag-
nosticity of the evidence that one encounters. A small number of studies 
additionally suggest that, at least in the context of novel social targets, such 
effects can persist beyond a single experimental session. However, very little 
is known about the (relative) context-specificity of different learning mod-
alities as well as the resistance of their outputs to countervalent information. 

What about Different Encoding Conditions? 

Similar to the dearth of research on different conditions under which newly 
learned information about social targets can be retrieved, the state of 
knowledge about the effects of different encoding conditions on processes of 
updating in implicit person memory is extremely limited. In most experi-
mental studies reviewed above, and in most studies on the acquisition and 
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change of implicit evaluations more generally, participants are able and 
motivated to focus on the evaluative information presented to them. 
Moreover, they are usually specifically instructed to memorize the informa-
tion to which they are exposed. A few studies have manipulated the avail-
ability of cognitive resources during learning (e.g., Boucher & Rydell, 2012;  
Mann & Ferguson, 2015; Shen et al., 2020); however, these studies have 
yielded conflicting results. Notably, recent work by Fan et al. (2021) suggests 
that when cognitive resources are available, implicit evaluations can spon-
taneously reflect the effects of relational information; however, under cog-
nitive load, implicit attitudes seem to be uniquely sensitive to co-occurrence 
information. These results call into question the ubiquity of propositional 
influences on implicit evaluation and highlight the need for further inquiry 
into the boundary conditions of such effects. 

Moreover, the problem may run too deep to be solved simply by placing 
participants under cognitive load while they are exposed to information 
designed to create or shift implicit evaluations. Remarkably, based on recent 
studies by Wimmer and Poldrack, the results of single-session learning studies 
in which participants encounter novel information in a highly massed 
fashion may not at all, or only under extremely limited conditions, generalize 
to more ecologically valid settings in which reasoners are usually exposed to 
information about the same target across multiple occasions over time 
(Wimmer et al., 2018; Wimmer & Poldrack, 2021). 

Specifically, these experiments suggest that when information is presented 
in a massed way to participants, the effectiveness of even model-free pro-
cesses of value-based learning, long assumed to be emerging in a purely 
stimulus-driven way, is highly correlated with individual differences in 
working memory capacity. However, when the same information was ad-
ministered to participants across three occasions over a three-day period, the 
correlation between working memory capacity and value-based learning 
disappeared entirely. As such, based on these results, it seems premature to 
conclude that truly associative processes cannot contribute to evaluative 
learning (Corneille & Stahl, 2018). Rather, the paradigms routinely used to 
try to produce such effects may simply not create the appropriate psycholo-
gical conditions for those very effects to emerge. 

Finally, What about Mental Representations? 

Based on the evidence reviewed previously, it is quite clear that implicit 
evaluations can (at least momentarily) reflect the effects of different types of 
relational information in a way that accounts relying on association forma-
tion mechanisms alone cannot explain. However, propositional accounts of 
implicit evaluation (e.g., De Houwer, 2007, 2014; Mitchell et al., 2009) are 
committed to a considerably stronger theoretical claim—namely, that im-
plicit attitudes emerge from the automatic activation of propositional 
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representations. At present, there is no evidence to suggest that this more 
sweeping idea is accurate, either in implicit person memory or beyond. 

Specifically, as discussed in more detail in Kurdi and Dunham (2020), 
explicit and implicit evaluations could be thought of as being sensitive to the 
same basic sources of information, including relational information, but 
encoding such information at different levels of compression. To take an 
example from the person memory domain, let’s assume that individuals can 
differ from each other along three dimensions: warmth, competence, and 
physical attractiveness. Each individual receives a score on each of the three 
dimensions (akin to a probabilistic implementation of truth values) and a 
weighted sum of the three scores is used to calculate the overall evaluation. 

In this setting, explicit evaluations may be conceptualized as encoding the 
scores on each dimension, the weights, as well as the resulting summary 
evaluation, whereas implicit evaluations may be conceptualized as encoding 
only the resulting summary evaluation without having access to the specific 
pieces of (propositional) information from which the summary evaluation 
emerged. In fact, some initial evidence obtained mainly in non-social con-
texts seems to suggest that the idea of compression, entirely absent from both 
dual-process and propositional theories, can be useful in understanding some 
patterns of flexibility and recalcitrance in the updating of implicit evalua-
tions (e.g., Kurdi et al., 2019, 2021c). This foray notwithstanding, the issue 
remains open for further exploration. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we provided a brief overview of a field we refer to as implicit 
person memory. Implicit person memory encompasses experimental studies 
investigating the acquisition (learning) and revision (updating) of implicit at-
titudes toward and implicit beliefs about novel social targets in response to 
different types of information. The evidence reviewed here seems to provide 
unequivocal support for the immediate malleability of implicit evaluations in 
the face of multiple sources of information, some of which are routinely regarded 
as emerging from domain-general mechanisms (e.g., evaluative conditioning) 
and others of which are routinely regarded as emerging from domain-specific 
processes of social reasoning (e.g., mental state inferences). These results are 
difficult to reconcile with most early conceptualizations of implicit evaluation as 
(a) purely associative and (b) generally resistant to updating. 

The effects of relational information on implicit person memory are ex-
tremely well-established, and support for the possibility of rapid revisions to 
implicit attitudes is equally robust. However, considerably less is known 
about (a) the domain-specific vs. domain-general nature of the processes by 
which implicit evaluations are updated; (b) the generalizability of and me-
chanisms underlying updating across different domains; (c) the persistence of 
updating effects over time, their context-specificity, and the resistance of 
updating to counterattitudinal information; (d) the scope of encoding 
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conditions under which implicit evaluations can exhibit sensitivity to rela-
tional information; and, finally, (e) the mental representations mediating the 
effects of co-occurrence and relational information on implicit evaluation. 

We hope that, by summarizing available evidence on these issues and by 
highlighting gaps in the existing literature, the present review will help create a 
coherent and systematic theory of implicit person memory and a more com-
prehensive, accurate, and easily falsifiable theory of implicit social cognition. 

Notes  
1 Authors’ Note: Benedek Kurdi is a member of the Scientific Advisory Board of 

Project Implicit, a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization and international collabora-
tive of researchers who are interested in implicit social cognition.  

2 The term “person perception” is currently used considerably more frequently than 
the term “person memory.” However, the term can cause confusion when used in 
psychology broadly because, with few exceptions, “person perception” research does 
not investigate any truly perceptual processes. Therefore, and to maintain con-
nection with the history of the field, we have opted to use the term “person 
memory,” although it may seem anachronistic to some readers.  

3 As such, the APE model is not a fully propositional account of implicit evaluation 
but rather a flexible dual-process model that, like propositional accounts, allows for 
a role of propositional processes but, unlike propositional accounts, retains the idea 
of associative learning and representation from early theories of implicit social 
cognition. 
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