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Information for prospective graduate students 

Benedek Kurdi 

University of Illinois 

Last updated: August 6, 2026 

I am planning to recruit a graduate student — or, potentially, graduate students — in the 2026 cycle, to start in the 

summer of 2027. Because my time is limited and I would like to ensure equitable access to information, I decided 

to put together this document that answers the most important questions about work in my lab, the graduate pro-

gram at the University of Illinois, and about success in graduate school more broadly. 

I hope that the information provided below will help you both navigate the application process better in general 

and make a more informed decision about whether to apply to work in my lab in particular. I wish you the best of 

luck during the application process. I hope that you get into a lab and a program where you can find the support 

and intellectual fulfillment that you deserve, especially during these times that are far from conducive to creating 

the conditions needed to conduct solid and creative research. 

—Benedek 

(1) What topics does the lab study and how? 

As you consider which graduate programs to apply for, this is probably the most important question to think about. 

As undergraduates, students are often encouraged to go broad and try as many things as possible. This approach 

usually makes sense because most undergraduates are still trying to figure out what topic(s) they are interested in. 

However, graduate school tends to be very different. In graduate school, a student’s focus is usually (and ideally) 

on a set of interrelated ideas that they can study in as much depth as possible in collaboration with a mentor or set 

of mentors. Therefore, a fit in research interests is very important. The issue of what an interesting problem is in-

herently extremely subjective. If you and your graduate mentor disagree on what topics are worth studying, much 

of your time in graduate school will likely be spent aimlessly arguing (there is no accounting for taste) instead of 

doing empirical work and acquiring crucial skills. 

The focus of the Social Cognition Lab is to try to understand how humans relate to, think about, and evaluate oth-

ers — both as individuals and as members of social groups. Within this vast area of research, most (but not all) of 

our work tends to deal with relatively automatic (unintentional, uncontrollable, fast, and/or unconscious) pro-

cesses. In the lab, we take multiple approaches to study these questions: (a) we collect data in relatively short (15-

minute) experiments conducted online (via Project Implicit, Prolific, and other platforms); (b) we use archival data 

(such as the Project Implicit International Dataset) to perform secondary analyses; (c) we use big data approaches 

(such as Natural Language Processing and other forms of machine learning) to quantify how social cognitive pro-

cesses manifest themselves in more spontaneous forms of behavior that occur outside of the lab (e.g., when people 

discuss social groups online, see the soon-to-be-released Illinois Social Attitudes Aggregate Corpus or ISAAC); and 

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
https://www.prolific.com/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.3758/s13428-022-01851-2
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(d) sometimes — but only when something about the design makes it necessary — we collect data on campus, in 

the lab. Often, projects rely on multiple forms of data collection listed above to try to triangulate across different 

approaches. Obtaining convergent evidence from multiple methods can be important because it gives you some 

reassurance that the finding is real and not due to a quirk of a particular test, design, or procedure. 

In the Social Cognition Lab, we take the cognition aspect of social cognition very seriously. Our main focus is on 

studying how (social) information is encoded, stored, and retrieved in the mind, and especially how and why 

change in (social) representations can occur once relevant knowledge is already in place. The study of particular 

social groups can often provide a good starting point to study these questions, but if you are interested in under-

standing and/or intervening on a particular form of social group-based bias (such as racism, xenophobia, ageism, 

homophobia, antisemitism, or transphobia), you will likely be better served by a lab that has more specialized and 

deeper expertise in that particular topic. Similarly, although a lot of our work addresses questions of change, there 

is a clear understanding in the lab that it is very rare that the insights that we produce will immediately be used to 

alleviate some pressing current societal problem. Rather, our goal is to work toward achieving the most precise and 

comprehensive understanding of the social mind possible, with the recognition that some basic insights into the 

mind may, in the future, be applied across some different contexts. 

(2) What are some current lines of work in the lab? 

The Social Cognition Lab currently pursues three main types of projects. Although it is conceivable that you and I 

will both find an idea that doesn’t fit into any of the three categories exciting, if the questions that keep you up at 

night are completely unrelated to the ones listed here, then chances are that the lab will not be a great fit for you. 

Below I’m listing projects that are currently underway or in very early stages, but I also encourage you to addition-

ally check out the publications and working papers on my website to get a sense of recent and ongoing work in the 

lab. 

(A) Understanding the computational underpinnings of implicit (automatic) social evaluation 

In this category of work, our primary (and often only) goal is to understand how the social mind works. Here we 

ask questions such as the following: 

§ When, why, and how do humans generalize social knowledge that they acquire about particular individuals to 

entire categories of people? 

§ Can people be (or become) aware of their implicit attitudes? 

§ When, why, and under what conditions do attitudes (evaluations) and stereotypes (beliefs) about social groups 

dissociate from each other? 

§ How do automatic (implicit) and controlled (explicit) evaluations shift in response to increasing amounts of 

counterattitudinal information? 

(B) Understanding inequality in the mind and society 

https://benedekkurdi.com/#publications
https://benedekkurdi.com/#working-papers
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Although the questions listed under (A) above are often indirectly informed by questions of societal inequality, 

their focus is on understanding basic principles of human cognition. In the second set of studies, we shift the focus 

more directly toward the social aspects of social cognition by asking how societal inequality can modulate social 

information processing in individual minds and how individual minds, in turn, can function to maintain and rein-

force societal inequality. Here we ask questions such as the following: 

§ What happens to people’s social attitudes when they move from one society to another (e.g., to pursue gradu-

ate school)? 

§ Under what conditions can storytelling be used to alleviate social group biases? 

§ What are the origins, manifestations, and downstream consequences of the bias linking Black Americans to the 

concept of “perpetrator” and White Americans to the concept of “victim” in individual minds and in U.S. soci-

ety? 

§ Do members of dominant and stigmatized groups (equally) represent themselves and each other as members 

of the superordinate category “human”? 

§ How do implicit and explicit social group attitudes vary across countries, and what factors — psychological, 

economic, institutional — best predict such variability?  

(C) New directions 

There are a few open questions that I am particularly excited about, which will likely be focal questions in the lab 

in the next few years: 

§ It has now been shown repeatedly that (a) implicit social evaluations (both newly created and preexisting 

ones) are malleable in the moment and (b) newly created implicit evaluations can be updated in the negative-

to-positive direction in an enduring way. How can we use the insights gained from the study of novel targets to 

produce enduring change in evaluations of preexisting targets by (a) intervening repeatedly, (b) combining 

different forms of intervention, (c) considering the timing of interventions, (d) giving tools to participants to 

remind themselves of the interventions outside the experimental context, or some combination of these fac-

tors? 

§ How can we productively combine multiple approaches and levels of analysis in the study of social group-

based biases? For example, can we use Natural Language Processing (NLP) methods to characterize online dis-

course about different social groups to understand which social group attitudes have been changing over the 

past 25 years (e.g., sexual orientation) and which have not (e.g., age)? Can we use NLP and other big data ap-

proaches to understand the origins of (regional variability in) the Black–perpetrator/White–victim bias and 

other social group-based biases? A newly developed and soon-to-be-released resource created in the lab called 

the Illinois Social Attitudes Aggregate Corpus (ISAAC) contains over 500 million social group-related Reddit 

posts, along with location information and a set of semantic variables. This corpus will serve as a key tool in 

studying these questions in the lab in the coming years. 
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§ A new line of research about to get off the ground in the lab thanks to generous support from the Center of 

Advanced Study is on epistemic agency. Specifically, we ask how individual autonomy in selecting and curating 

information modulates the cognitive and social mechanisms of attitude belief updating. The key element is to 

move beyond passive exposure paradigms that often characterize the study of these processes and to move to-

ward investigating humans as active selectors and users of information. The hope is that the project will rely 

on a multi-method framework, including online and in-lab behavioral experiments, NLP studies of online dis-

course, and studies of organic, dyadic interactions between participants. 

§ A relatively recent paper that I co-authored with my colleague Tessa Charlesworth from Northwestern Univer-

sity provides a quick overview of many of the open questions in this area. I will likely be interested in pursuing 

any of those, although I have much more expertise in certain domains (e.g., experimental studies of change 

and big data approaches) than others (e.g., developmental or field studies). This very short, nontechnical re-

view paper with the philosopher Eric Mandelbaum might also be a good starting point if you want to learn 

more about what the lab does. 

(3) What is your mentorship style? 

This question is often framed as a dichotomy between hands-on and hands-off mentorship. I find this dichotomy 

not particularly illuminating. In any mentoring relationship, my goal is to find a balance between offering as much 

support as needed while providing the student with space to do as much on their own as they can. Whether a stu-

dent’s goal is to be an academic or an expert outside of academia (e.g., a data scientist or policy analyst), my most 

important aspiration is to help them come into their own as a researcher and an intellectual. What your specific 

professional goals are will not be assumed; rather, we will work to figure it out together in our regular meetings. 

At a more specific level, I hope that by the end of graduate school, students will have acquired a certain set of 

skills, including (a) identifying interesting conceptual and/or empirical problems, (b) turning ideas into testable 

questions and testable questions into research designs, (c) implementing data collection, (d) analyzing data and 

making the appropriate inferences from them, (e) communicating the findings effectively both in writing (in the 

form of journal articles or technical reports) and in oral presentations (e.g., at conferences and/or to lay audi-

ences). Succeeding at all of these tasks requires a robust and diverse skill set. You will find some skills easier to ac-

quire than others. Some skills (such as coding) can be acquired only through trial and error, whereas others (such 

as developing a generative line of work) are best done in close collaboration with one’s mentor. 

Against this general background, my three most important commitments to my mentees are the following: 

§ I will be present, both physically and psychologically. I meet with my mentees every week. The weekly meet-

ings are a good opportunity for both of us to check in on how a mentee is doing generally and how their pro-

jects are progressing more specifically. I’m very good with email, especially when it comes from junior col-

leagues. I turn drafts around quickly. 

https://cas.illinois.edu/
https://cas.illinois.edu/
https://benedekkurdi.com/files/Kurdi_TiCS_2023.pdf
https://benedekkurdi.com/files/Kurdi_NRP_2023.pdf
https://benedekkurdi.com/files/Kurdi_NRP_2023.pdf
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§ I will be both honest and supportive. The lab studies very difficult problems, and the projects that mentees 

work on are usually challenging in multiple ways. Because I care about my mentees’ progress and the quality 

of the science that we produce together, I will tell you openly if I think something is not quite there yet. I will 

also tell you if I think it is. I was lucky enough to work with amazing mentors (including Mahzarin Banaji, 

Melissa Ferguson, Yarrow Dunham) and have amazing senior colleagues (including Chadly Stern, Eva Pomer-

antz, Monica Fabiani) who have spent countless hours to improve the quality of my work and help me navigate 

the complexities of academia. I pay their investment forward by doing the same for my mentees. 

§ I will be open to feedback. Even the best mentors screw up sometimes, let alone those who — like me — are 

still trying to figure out how to do mentorship well. I am always curious to hear how you are doing in general, 

whether there is anything that I can help you with or any way in which I can advocate for you, and especially if 

there is something that isn’t working particularly well (in the lab or otherwise) that I can help change. 

Students are almost always first authors on empirical papers. (I have a few more remaining first-author projects, 

but most of my energy these days is spent helping students write their own papers; the bulk of my original writing 

is for theoretical pieces, review papers, and the like.) My contributions to projects in the lab tend to be more con-

ceptual and theoretical and focused on idea generation, writing, and presentation of the findings. Students are ex-

pected to do most (if not all) of the work related to stimulus creation, experiment coding, data analysis, data clean-

ing, and sharing of open materials, data, and code. If you get stuck, I will do as much as I can to help. But my 

schedule will not allow me to immerse myself in the minutiae of any of these tasks, and I expect students to take 

practical and intellectual ownership of the projects that they are working on. 

Beyond current members of the lab, some junior colleagues with whom I have recently collaborated include Babak 

Hemmatian (Stony Brook University), Arlyssia Kelly (UC Riverside), and Salvador Vargas Salfate (University of Illi-

nois). They and the members of the lab can help you verify whether the things that I say above are accurate or not. 

A final point that is important to emphasize is that, at heart, I’m an experimentalist. My approach to science is 

data-driven and not theory-driven. I like to go from experiment to experiment (or study to study) to document a 

phenomenon and, hopefully, over time, to understand it better. Although theories and approaches from social, cog-

nitive, and developmental psychology and even other fields such as philosophy, computer science, or political sci-

ence often inform what I do, I rarely start a project with a grand theoretical idea that I’m looking to support empir-

ically. I derive intellectual enjoyment from projects that start with an open-ended (but tractable) question or puzzle 

about the mind. 

(4) What are the expectations of graduate students? 

At the beginning of each mentoring relationship, I like to sit down with a mentee to clarify what exactly we are 

expecting of each other. As such, mutual expectations are set up in collaborative ways. But in broad strokes, I’m 

looking for applicants who… 

https://banaji.sites.fas.harvard.edu/
https://www.fergusonlab.com/
https://www.socialcogdev.com/
https://psychology.illinois.edu/directory/profile/chadly
https://psychology.illinois.edu/directory/profile/pomerntz
https://psychology.illinois.edu/directory/profile/pomerntz
https://psychology.illinois.edu/directory/profile/mfabiani
https://www.linkedin.com/in/babak-hemmatian-52a38b84
https://www.linkedin.com/in/babak-hemmatian-52a38b84
https://rssclab.ucr.edu/people/
https://psychology.illinois.edu/directory/profile/sev4
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§ are interested in studying the mind; 

§ understand that basic psychological research may not solve any pressing social issue today (and even tomor-

row); 

§ understand that empirical research can be done only in practice and not in theory; 

§ have high standards for the quality of their work; 

§ are not afraid to make mistakes and are willing to learn from them; 

§ want to work in a non-hierarchical and collaborative environment where lab members mutually support each 

other; 

§ have and/or are willing to acquire a high level of technical skills; 

§ are happy to both receive and provide rigorous, kind, and constructive feedback; 

§ be physically present in the lab and department on most days, although sometimes it is nice to work from 

home or a coffee shop to have undisturbed writing or data analysis time. 

(5) How are graduate students funded? 

The graduate program at the University of Illinois has historically provided funding for six years, although the 

clause “subject to availability” has recently been added to offers. (Most Ph.D. programs in the United States would 

historically offer five years of guaranteed funding; what the funding landscape will look like in the long, or even 

medium, term is anyone’s guess right now.) More detailed information on funding is available here. 

In most cases, funding comes from teaching assistantships, which can range from you being responsible for grading 

papers in a big lecture class to designing and teaching your own course (depending on multiple factors such as 

availability, your year in the program, and career aspirations). Students are very much encouraged to seek out al-

ternative sources of funding, both within the university and outside (e.g., from the National Science Foundation). 

The lab has a stellar track record of obtaining funding for graduate students. I make it a priority to help students 

draft strong grant applications, although increasing amounts of creativity will likely be required to secure science 

funding, especially for the types of questions that we tend to study. 

A colleague of mine described Champaign/Urbana as a micro-urban environment. That is, Champaign/Urbana 

feels like a small city (rather than a large town). Unlike many other top graduate programs in psychology, the Uni-

versity of Illinois is in a location where it’s affordable to live and your graduate stipend will go far. These are im-

portant questions to consider, especially if you come to graduate school with modest financial means (as I did in 

2014). 

(6) What are you looking for in a graduate student? 

One very important thing to keep in mind about graduate applications (at least at the University of Illinois but for 

many other programs as well) is that your application generally must catch a particular faculty member’s eye to be 

competitive. Although the funding usually comes from the graduate college and not from that particular faculty, 

the University of Illinois program is lab-based. This means that even the strongest application won’t have much of a 

https://psychology.illinois.edu/academics/phd-psychology
https://psychology.illinois.edu/academics/phd-psychology/psychology-phd-financial-information
https://grad.illinois.edu/fellowship/competitions
https://www.nsfgrfp.org/
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chance unless you can identify a mentor (or, even better, a set of mentors) to work with and you tailor your appli-

cation to make sure that you address the particular points that you think (or know) that person will be looking for. 

Below are the most important things that I usually look at. The questions in parentheses are there to highlight that 

there are multiple ways to demonstrate a specific skill or background. 

§ Does the applicant know what they are getting into? 

(For example, have they worked in a lab before? Have they completed a senior thesis? Have they worked as a 

lab manager? Do they have a research-focused master’s degree?) 

§ Does the applicant understand and have familiarity with the topics that the lab studies? 

(For example, have they taken courses such as social cognition, cognitive psychology, attitudes, machine learn-

ing, natural language processing? Have they worked in a lab that studies related questions? Have they perhaps 

done an independent research project on a related question? Are they proposing particular research directions 

or study ideas that are aligned with the lab’s general focus and methodological approach? Perhaps most im-

portant, does the application demonstrate that the applicant is familiar both with the questions that the lab 

studies and the particular approach that the lab takes to study those questions?) 

§ Does the applicant have the technical skills required to succeed in graduate school and/or the willingness to 

acquire them? 

(For example, have they taken a computer science class? Have they taken a stats sequence? Have they used 

response latency-based or other indirect tasks before? Do they know how to code in R, Python, and/or JavaS-

cript? Do they have familiarity with Natural Language Processing and/or other forms of machine learning? Do 

they know how to implement gamified interventions and/or studies using virtual reality?) 

§ Will the applicant be in it only for themselves, or will they help foster a collaborative environment? 

(For example, do they have a history of mentoring more junior students? Of providing feedback on papers? Of 

participating in organizations providing support to students from underrepresented backgrounds? Have they 

provided other forms of evidence in their application to demonstrate that they are good, constructive citizens 

of their communities?) 

§ Does the applicant have the maturity to succeed in graduate school? 

(For example, have they worked in a different field? Can they articulate why they want to be in graduate 

school, as opposed to, e.g., working at a non-profit supporting members of a particular stigmatized group or 

becoming a lawyer? Do they show evidence of having overcome professional challenges? Do they have a sense 

of humor that will help them navigate the challenges of graduate school?) 

(7) Do you have any general advice for succeeding in graduate school? 

Grad school is hard. By definition, you will be pushing the boundaries of human knowledge and are trying to an-

swer very difficult questions. Be patient. Take time for yourself. Seek out communities of support. Celebrate suc-

cesses — big and small. Find other things that you like to do besides research. 
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(8) Do you care about open science? 

I very much do. I care about openness because it ensures equitable access to the opportunity, the process, and the 

end results of conducting science. The lab, as well as the area and the university, is strongly committed to the idea 

of inclusive excellence, and I welcome and encourage applications from people with identities that are underrepre-

sented in academia, including in terms of gender identity, sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, (dis-)ability, first-gen-

eration status, immigration status, and many others. 

The University of Illinois receives its funding from the taxpayers in the state of Illinois, which makes it particularly 

important that anything we produce is openly available to the public. We almost always preregister our designs to 

be able to distinguish between exploratory and confirmatory analyses; we make materials openly available; we 

make data (sometimes skeleton data, depending on privacy concerns) openly available; we make analysis code 

openly available; we post our work as preprints, and we publish in open-access journals. We create openly accessi-

ble resources for the community, such as the Open Affective Standardized Image Set (OASIS), a power calculator 

for studying attitude–behavior relationships, the Project Implicit International Dataset, and others. 

https://osf.io/preprints/metaarxiv/5m3cx/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.3758/s13428-016-0715-3
https://benedekkurdi.com/#iat
https://link.springer.com/article/10.3758/s13428-022-01851-2

