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In 6 studies, the authors examined the perception of dominance complementarity, which is the perception
of a target as different from the self in terms of dominance. The authors argue that these perceptions are
motivated by the desire for positive task relationships. Because dominance complementarity bodes well
for task-oriented relationships, seeing dominance complementarity allows one to be optimistic about a
work relationship. As evidence that perceptions of dominance complementarity are an instance of
motivated perception, the authors show that complementary perceptions occur when participants think
about or expect task-oriented relationships with the target and that perceptions of dominance comple-
mentarity are enhanced when individuals care about the task component of the relationship.
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People are not objective perceivers of the world. Instead, they
take advantage of ambiguities in stimulus properties to see objects
and people in a way that confirms their hopes, desires, and expec-
tations. Numerous demonstrations of this kind of motivated per-
ception have been provided in the literature (see Kunda, 1990).
The most typical examples concern perceptions of the self and
show that people see themselves in a particularly flattering light
(Sedikes, 1993; Taylor & Brown, 1988). In addition, people’s
perceptions of other people can also be influenced by motivations.
For example, self-serving motives can result in perceiving others
as less valuable than the self (Dunning, Meyerowitz, & Holzberg,
1989). However, not all motivated perceptions of others are de-
rogatory to the target. For example, a number of studies have
shown that anticipated social interaction increases the perceived
attractiveness and likeability of the target (Berscheid, Brothen, &
Graziano, 1976; Darley & Berscheid, 1967; Mirels & Mills, 1964;
Tyler & Sears, 1977), suggesting that people upgrade their per-
ception of others when doing so allows them to be optimistic about
future experiences. Murray and colleagues (Murray, 1999) have
demonstrated that people also have quite flattering views of ro-
mantic relationship partners. People provide more positive descrip-
tions of their romantic relationship partners than those relationship
partners provide of themselves, people project their image of an
ideal partner onto their current partner, they see their own partner
as better than most partners (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996),
and they reinterpret the faults of their partner as virtues (Murray &
Holmes, 1993, 1999). People also have a tendency to see others as

similar to themselves (Krueger & Clement, 1994), and this is
particularly true when that other person shares a social connection,
such as a group membership (Clement & Krueger, 2002) or a
romantic relationship (Murray & Holmes, 1993, 1999). The mere
anticipation of an interaction with another also fuels perceptions of
similarity (Miller & Marks, 1982). Given the well-established link
between similarity and relationship success (Byrne, 1971), these
assimilation effects may also be examples of motivated perception.
In all, this body of research has suggested that people see actual
and potential relationship partners in a manner that supports their
desires to have good relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995;
Murray & Holmes, 1999).

In this article, we also examine how the desire for positive
relationships can influence perceptions of potential interaction
partners. However, our work differs from previous research in
important ways. First, we suggest that in some relational settings
people have an unconscious desire or motivation for hierarchically
differentiated relationships. On the basis of previous research
(reviewed below), we believe that people sometimes experience
hierarchy as more enjoyable and productive than nonhierarchical
relationships, and as such, we argue that people’s desire for pos-
itive relationships can manifest itself in the perception of others as
hierarchically differentiated from the self. Thus, we predicted that,
in these relational settings, the more dominant an individual per-
ceives herself or himself to be, the less dominant she or he would
perceive a potential interaction partner to be and that the less
dominant an individual perceives herself or himself to be, the more
dominant she or he would perceive a potential interaction partner
to be. This pattern, which we call dominance complementarity
diverges from previous findings concerning the motivated percep-
tion of others in two ways: (a) individuals perceive a potential
interaction partner differently from, rather than similarly to, the
self and (b) individuals are fulfilling their relationship motivation
at times by perceiving the relationship partner more negatively
(i.e., as more submissive) and at other times by perceiving the
relationship partner more positively (i.e., as more dominant).
Viewing a potential interaction partner as contrasting with the self
in terms of dominance is akin to perceiving informal hierarchical
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differentiation. Thus, evidence for perceptions of dominance
complementarity and, especially, evidence that these perceptions
emerge from the desire for good task-oriented relationships imply
that people are motivated to create interpersonal hierarchies in
task-oriented settings.

Dominance Complementarity

Defining Dominance Complementarity

The term dominance complementarity has its roots in interper-
sonal theory (Carson, 1969; Kiesler, 1983; Leary, 1957). Interper-
sonal theory forwarded the idea that there are two primary dimen-
sions of interpersonal behavior: an affiliation dimension and a
dominance dimension. The affiliation dimension refers to the
degree to which a person is agreeable or quarrelsome or behaves in
an agreeable fashion versus a quarrelsome fashion. The dominance
dimension refers to the degree to which a person is dominant or
submissive or behaves in a dominant fashion versus a submissive
fashion. Interpersonal theorists defined interpersonal complemen-
tarity as instances in which interaction partners were similar in
terms of affiliation (an affiliation effect) but different in terms of
dominance (a contrast effect). They argued that complementarity
characterizes most relationships, particularly successful relation-
ships. Interpersonal theorists suggested that people tend to respond
to others in a complementary way and that when they do so, the
relationship is strengthened and is experienced as more pleasant.
As described by Horowitz and his colleagues (Horowitz, Dryer, &
Krasnoperova, 1997; Horowitz et al., 2006) behavior along these
dimensions functions as an invitation to the partner to act in a
particular way (i.e., the complementary way). When an interaction
partner accepts the invitation and acts in the complementary fash-
ion, both interaction partners feel a sense of interpersonal under-
standing, cooperation, and liking.

In this article, we use the phrase dominance complementarity
because we are particularly concerned with the dominance com-
ponent of complementarity. We think this aspect of interpersonal
complementarity is particularly interesting because it is distinct
from other findings regarding the association of self and close
others (which have tended to focus on assimilative effects) and
because it is related to the creation of informal interpersonal
hierarchies within a relationship. Although we focus on dominance
complementarity, most of the studies (1–5) also include data
regarding the affiliation dimension. The affiliation data provide a
useful way of assessing whether the effects we uncovered are
particular to the dominance dimension (as we suggest) or gener-
alizable to any trait dimension.

The Appeal of Dominance Complementarity

In a number of studies, it has been found that when participants
work on a task with either another participant or a confederate,
they will display behavior that complements their partner’s behav-
ior (Locke & Sadler, 2007; Markey, Funder, & Ozer, 2003; Sadler
& Woody, 2003; Strong et al., 1988; Tiedens & Fragale, 2003;
Tracey, 1994). Further, the positive interpersonal consequences of
dominance complementarity, suggested by interpersonal theory,
have been documented in existing research. For example, Dryer
and Horowitz (1997) found that participants discussing interper-
sonal issues (Study 1) or solving a problem (Study 2) were more

satisfied with the interaction if they were paired with a comple-
mentary partner than if they were paired with a noncomplementary
partner. Further, Tiedens and Fragale (2003) found that partici-
pants liked a confederate more and were more comfortable when
that confederate complemented rather than mimicked the partici-
pant’s dominant and submissive nonverbal behavior. Thus, the
literature on complementarity suggests that the well-known asso-
ciation between similarity and liking (e.g., Byrne, 1971, 1997)
does not apply to all dimensions. Although the affiliation dimen-
sion promotes similarity, which then produces attraction, the dom-
inance dimension functions quite differently. Contrast rather than
assimilation is likely for the dominance dimension; interaction
partners tend to differentiate in terms of dominance, and when this
occurs, better relational outcomes follow.

It is important to note two relevant features of the positive
experience that accompanies dominance complementarity. First, it
is unlikely that participants in these studies are consciously aware
that dominance complementarity or similarity exists in the rela-
tionship or are consciously aware that their enjoyment of the
relationship was influenced by the existence or the lack of domi-
nance complementarity. In Tiedens and Fragale’s (2003) demon-
stration of people’s enjoyment of nonverbal dominance comple-
mentarity, participants were queried at length about their
observations of the interaction between themselves and the con-
federate. It was extremely rare for participants to notice any of the
dominant or submissive nonverbal behavior that was expressed,
and none believed that their liking of the partner or their enjoyment
of the session was due to expressions of dominance and submis-
sion. Similarly, participants in the Dryer and Horowitz (1997)
article described above were also not aware of the effects of
complementarity on their relationship assessments. In short, the
satisfaction promoted by dominance complementarity is likely
unconscious. Thus, even though Americans usually endorse ex-
plicit statements about the value of equality and reject explicit
statements about the value of hierarchy (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan,
Swidler, & Tipton, 1996; Fiske, 1991), there is evidence that they
nonetheless unconsciously enjoy dominance complementarity.
People’s desire for hierarchy could thus be an unconsciously held
goal rather than an explicitly stated goal. Although it can be
difficult to establish the existence of unconscious goals, there is
ample evidence that unconsciously held desires affect people’s
behavior and cognition (Aarts et al., 2005; Chartrand & Bargh,
1996; Chartrand & Jefferis, 2003).

Second, support for both the emergence of dominance comple-
mentarity and the appeal of dominance complementarity comes
primarily from studies in which the relationships were task-
oriented. Indeed, as we have argued elsewhere, dominance
complementarity may characterize only task-oriented relationships
because it is in those relationships that hierarchy is most likely to
provide benefits (Tiedens, Chow, & Unzueta, 2007; Tiedens &
Jimenez, 2003). After all, hierarchies are an effective relational
form for coordinating activity, allocating resources, deciding who
will be responsible for what, increasing accountability, acknowl-
edging expertise, and efficiently executing a plan (Leavitt, 2004;
Weber, 1946). All of these benefits are much more relevant and
useful in relationships that are task-oriented than in relationships
that are purely for social connection (but, see Beach, Whitaker,
Jones, & Tesser, 2001). Thus, we assume that perceptions of
dominance complementarity are most likely in task-oriented con-
texts. However, we do not think this diminishes their significance.
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Consider how many people one interacts with at work, how many
hours one spends at work, and how important work is to one’s
evaluation of life (Brett & Stroh, 2003; Greenhause, 2001;
Wrzensniewski & Dutton, 2001). Taking these things into account,
understanding people’s perception of their work partners is impor-
tant.

The Motivated Perception of Dominance Complementarity

People desire positive relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995;
Maslow, 1968), and they are likely to see potential interaction
partners in a way that suggests a good relationship is forthcoming
(Murray, 1999). Because people are likely to have experienced the
positive interpersonal outcomes associated with dominance
complementarity, perceiving a potential interaction partner as
complementary to oneself is a way in which people could foster
optimism about an ensuing relationship. We predicted that people
would engage in this pattern of perceptions. Further, we sought to
provide evidence that these perceptions are the result of motivated
cognition. We did this by either manipulating (Studies 2 and 6) or
measuring (Studies 3 and 4) relationship motivation and by show-
ing that perceptions of dominance complementarity are most likely
when people want to be able to coordinate with another person. In
doing so, we suggest that people frequently enter task-oriented
relationships with an unconscious desire to produce a hierarchy in
that relationship. Thus, in this work, we propose that people see
others in a biased fashion; specifically, their perceptions of them-
selves bias their perceptions of others.

We are not alone in suggesting that self-perceptions color per-
ceptions of others. Previous researchers have also made claims
about the effects of self-perception on one’s perception of others.
However, the central finding in the prior work was that people
project themselves onto others; that is, they see others as similar to
themselves (Dunning, 2000; Krueger, 2002; Robbins & Krueger,
2005), especially when projection helps achieve relevant goals
(Maner et al., 2005). Here, we suggest a quite different way in
which people’s self-perceptions and goals might influence their
perceptions of others. Rather than simply seeing others as similar
to themselves, we argue that people see others in a way that
suggests that a good relationship is forthcoming. In the case of the
dominance dimension, this requires seeing the other as different
from, rather than similar to, the self.

Overview and Empirical Approach

Perceptions of dominance complementarity involve both per-
ceptions of the self and perceptions of another person (a target).
Indeed, the notion of perceptions of dominance complementarity
refers to a relationship between self and other perceptions. There-
fore, almost all empirical work on complementarity assessed the
existence of complementarity with an examination of the associ-
ation between two individuals; positive correlations for the affili-
ation dimension and negative correlations for the dominance di-
mension were considered evidence of complementarity (e.g.,
Locke & Sadler, 2007; Markey, Funder, & Ozer, 2003; Sadler &
Woody, 2003). For the most part, we used this same approach to
capture perceptions of dominance complementarity. In Studies
1–4, we measured people’s chronic self-perceptions on both the
dominance dimension and the affiliation dimension, and we mea-
sured their perceptions of a target on both of these dimensions.

Consistent with previous literature, we consider negative correla-
tions between self-perceived dominance and ratings of a target’s
dominance to constitute evidence for perceptions of dominance
complementarity. In Studies 5 and 6, we manipulated self-concept
and examined the resulting effects on perceptions of a target. In
these studies, we were concerned with mean differences between
conditions as a function of self-concept. In all the studies, we
sought to show that under certain relationship conditions, differ-
entiation or contrast occurs for the dominance dimension.

As mentioned above, these studies also provided manipulations
(Studies 2 and 6) and measures (Studies 3 and 4) of goals in order
to allow us to ascertain whether a motivated state underlies these
perceptions. In most cases (the exception is Study 4), the context
in which the measures were taken was explicitly a task-oriented
one because it is in this context that complementary perceptions
are most possible. In Study 4, we compared a task-oriented moti-
vation with a socially oriented one to demonstrate that this is
indeed a moderating factor.

Finally, in all of the studies, the participants were required to
provide impressions of targets with whom they have had little to
no contact. This is an important feature of the design, given the
evidence that people tend to behave in a complementary fashion
very soon after an interaction begins (Tiedens & Fragale, 2003).
As part of our argument that these perceptions are motivated (as
opposed to simply accurate portrayals of the other person’s behav-
ior), we thought it was necessary to demonstrate that these per-
ceptions appear prior to any observation of actual behavior that
might provide cues to the other’s personality.

Study 1

Method

Participants

There were 214 people (88 men, 103 women, and 23 people
who did not identify their sex) who participated in this study. They
were recruited from an electronic mailing list that advertises stud-
ies to university affiliates. These participants signed up for a mass
testing session in which they were paid $10–$20 to complete a
number of tasks taking about 1 hr, in total.

Materials

Self-construal. Participants completed a shortened version of
Wiggins’s (1979) Interpersonal Adjective Scale (IAS). Specifi-
cally, they rated the degree to which their stable personalities could
be described by the adjectives that are aligned with dominance
(Scale A: Dominant; Scale I: Submissive) and affiliation (Scale M:
Agreeable; Scale E: Quarrelsome). The adjectives were presented
in a fixed random order. Participants were directed to rate each
adjective in terms of the degree to which it describes their stable
personality. These ratings were made on 7-point scales that ranged
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). Composite dominant and
affiliation measures were created by averaging items from the
Dominant scale with the reverse of the Submissive scale items and
by averaging the Agreeable scale items with the reverse of the
Quarrelsome scale items. Each scale was internally reliable (� for
dominance � .87, M � 4.57, SD � 0.83; � for affiliation � .86,
M � 5.52, SD � 0.65).
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Perceptions of the target. In a task supposedly separate from
the IAS questionnaire, participants were asked to describe the
experimenter who had handed them the questionnaire packet. They
were told that although they had very little information about the
experimenter, they should guess what the experimenter was like.
The directions indicated that the participants should write a para-
graph describing what the experimenter’s life was like, what the
experimenter’s personality was like, and what it would be like to
spend time with, work with, and interact with the experimenter.
Half of the page was left blank for them to write their responses.

Coding. Two people coded the paragraphs describing the ex-
perimenter. They were given the list of adjectives that comprised
the Dominance, Submissive, Agreeable, and Quarrelsome scales.
They were told to consider these lists of adjectives to constitute the
definition of the terms dominance, submissive, agreeable, and
quarrelsome. The paragraphs did not have to use any of the
specific adjectives provided by the IAS in order for the coder to
rate it as depicting one of the dimensions of interest. Then, the
coders rated each paragraph on the degree to which the writer
depicted the experimenter as dominant, submissive, agreeable, and
quarrelsome, given these definitions. Ratings for each dimension
were done on 7-point scales, from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely).
The intraclass correlation (ICC) supported averaging the coders’
ratings (for dominant, ICC � .87; for submissive, ICC � .82; for
agreeable, ICC � .71; and for quarrelsome, ICC � .84). The
scores for submissiveness and quarrelsomeness were reversed and
averaged with dominance and agreeableness.

Procedure

When participants arrived at the experiment, the experimenter
asked for their name and checked that the participant was at the
correct experiment at the correct time. Then, the experimenter
handed the participant the questionnaire packet. That was the only
interaction that the participants had with the experimenter prior to
the task of describing him or her. There were three female exper-
imenters and one male experimenter.1 Only one experimenter was
present at any given session.

Results

We examined the coding of the descriptions of the experimenter
using two regression analyses. In the first analysis, we investigated
perceptions of the experimenter’s dominance; in the second, we
examined perceptions of the experimenter’s affiliation. Standard-
ized versions of both of these dependent variables were regressed
on participants’ self-perceptions of affiliation and dominance and
on four control variables: participants’ gender and three contrast
codes, to capture the variance due to systematic differences in the
perceptions of the four experimenters. We used Helmert contrast
codes, which are a set of orthogonal codes recommended for
modeling variance due to categorical variables with little theoret-
ical importance (Judd & McClelland, 1989). Results of these
analyses are presented in Table 1.

We predicted contrast effects for the dominance dimension and
assimilation effects for the affiliation dimension, and as can be
observed in Table 1, this is what we found. There were systematic
differences in the degree to which the different experimenters were
perceived as dominant, but controlling for those effects, self-
perceptions were also related to perceptions of the experimenters’
dominance. The more participants perceived themselves as dom-
inant, the less dominant they believed the experimenter to be. This
relation constitutes contrast along the dominance dimension.

The pattern was quite different for the affiliation dimension.
There were, again, some systematic differences among the exper-
imenters in terms of how affiliative they were perceived to be, and
more important, there was a significant effect of self-perception.
The more participants perceived themselves as affiliative, the more
affiliative they perceived the experimenter. This is an assimilation

1 This distribution occurred because the data were collected in mass
testing sessions run by a lab for all the researchers in the school. The lab
employs more women than men and is not concerned with the experiment-
er’s gender when it runs mass testing.

Table 1
Perceptions of the Experimenter Predicted by Perceptions of the Self, Study 1

Variable b SE � t p

Perceptions of experimenters’ dominance, F(6, 182) � 4.96, p � .001

Participant gender �.10 .07 .10 1.43 .15
Experimenter Helmert code1 .02 .04 .04 0.51 .61
Experimenter Helmert code2 .20 .08 .18 2.60 .01
Experimenter Helmert code3 �.35 .11 �.22 �3.19 .002
Self-perception of affiliation �.12 .11 �.08 �1.10 .27
Self-perception of dominance �.26 .08 �.22 �3.09 .002

Perceptions of experimenters’ affiliation, F(6, 182) � 4.45, p � .001

Participant gender .01 .07 .01 0.16 .87
Experimenter Helmert code1 .10 .04 .19 2.67 .008
Experimenter Helmert code2 .09 .08 .08 1.12 .26
Experimenter Helmert code3 .17 .11 .11 1.52 .13
Self-perception of affiliation .41 .11 .27 3.77 �.001
Self-perception of dominance .14 .09 .11 1.57 .12

Note. For experimenter Helmert code1, which compares the male experimenter to the female experimenters,
the weights are 1, 1, 1, �3; for experimenter Helmert code2, the weights are 1, 0, 1, �2; and for experimenter
Helmert code3, the weights are 1, �1, 0, 0.
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effect.2 Thus, along the affiliation dimension, we observed the
typical finding that people perceive a target as similar to them-
selves, whereas along the dominance dimension, we observed the
hypothesized and novel pattern that people perceive the target as
different from themselves.

Discussion

This study provided some evidence for complementary con-
strual of others. Participants in this study demonstrated a tendency
to perceive other people as complementing themselves (similar in
terms of affiliation, different in terms of dominance).

This study was correlational, and it suggests that self-perceived
dominance and affiliation are associated with systematic patterns
in the perceptions of targets’ dominance and affiliation. These
associations are not simple; people do not merely see others as the
same as themselves or as different from themselves. Instead, they
perceive similarity between themselves and others in terms of
affiliation but perceive difference in terms of dominance.

Although this study supports our claim that such perceptual
patterns occur, it is silent on what the cause of these associations
are. We claim that the source of these patterns is people’s desire to
work well with others. Because complementarity bodes well for
working relationships, we posit that an expectation and desire for
positive task relationships makes a complementary perception of
others more likely. If we are correct, then complementary percep-
tions should be enhanced by contexts in which people expect to
work with others and desire successful outcomes. Conversely,
complementary perceptions should be attenuated in contexts in
which a relationship is unlikely. We tested this possibility in
Study 2.

Study 2

If complementary construal of targets is based on people’s
desire to have effective task relationships with others, then this
form of construal should be most likely for anticipated task part-
ners and least likely for targets for which no relationship is
expected. In this study, we tested this possibility by examining
whether perceptions of targets vary depending on whether the
target is an anticipated task partner or not.

Method

Participants

All components of this study were completed by 53 people (21
men, 32 women), in exchange for $10. Participants were 21 years
old, on average. They were recruited from an electronic mailing
list that advertises studies to university community members.

Materials

There were three sets of materials: the measures of self-
perceptions, the measures of target-perceptions, and the task.

Perception measures. The IAS was used to measure self- and
target perceptions, and once again, the resulting scales demon-
strated acceptable reliability (dominance self: � � .87; affiliation
self: � � .89; dominance target: � � .90; affiliation target: � �
.86).

Task. The task was called a map-making task. Participants
were told that, during the session, they would be making a map of
the university campus using the computer. They would accomplish
this by clicking on shapes that were provided and dragging them
into a work area where only the campus roads were depicted.
Further, they were shown, via computer animation, that the shapes
they would work with were derived from the campus map that is
widely used and distributed. That is, for a short period of time, the
campus map was displayed, and then, the shapes constituting that
map moved off the work area into the area where all shapes rested.
Thus, participants could see that each shape represented a building
or some other landmark.

Some participants (N � 29) were told that they would be
constructing the map by coordinating with another participant.
They were told that their computer was networked with another
participant’s computer but that they would not be told which
participant it was and that they would not be able to communicate
directly with this person. The only information they were provided
about the participant was a brief introductory statement supposedly
written by the other participant. That statement read, “I am 18
years old. I come from Southern California and am an only child.
I play basketball and other sports. I am a vegetarian. I go to
Stanford University. I am a freshman.” To increase the coordina-
tion motivation of these participants, they were also told that the
pair who coordinated the best would be awarded $20 each.

Other participants (N � 24) were also told about another par-
ticipant and provided the same introductory statement, but they
were told that this was simply another participant who was also
working on the map task; in other words, they expected to work
alone. They, too, were offered a $20 reward, but in this condition,
they were told the reward was based on individual performance.
Both groups were asked to provide their first impressions of the
other participant before beginning the map task. To enhance par-
ticipants’ belief that another participant actually wrote the intro-
ductory statement, all participants had been asked to provide a
short descriptive statement suitable for introducing themselves to
another participant and were told that the other participant was
simultaneously reading the statement they wrote.

Procedure. The self-perception measure was administered in
an online prescreening session and appeared among a number of
other questionnaires that were not related to this study. Many
weeks later, all participants who filled out the online survey were
invited to come to the lab for another study. The participants had
no knowledge that the invitation was extended only to those who
filled out the previous online survey or that the current study was
in any way related to the questionnaire they had completed online.

2 We also ran more complicated models in which we examined the
interaction between experimenter and participant sex. An interaction be-
tween a four-level experimenter factor and participant sex was nonsignif-
icant for perceptions of the experimenters’ dominance and affiliation. An
interaction between the contrast code comparing the male experimenter to
the female experimenters and participant sex was not significant for per-
ceptions of the experimenters’ affiliation and was marginally significant
for perceptions of the experimenters’ dominance ( p � .10). Exploratory
follow-up analyses suggested that this marginal interaction was due to
negative associations between self- and other perceptions in all gender
pairings; however, this association was weakest among male participants
rating a male experimenter. This pattern is not replicated in any other study
in this series.
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After checking in at the lab, participants were seated at com-
puters in cubicles. They provided an introductory statement about
themselves; then, they read the instructions for the map-making
task; next, they saw the introductory statement from the “other
participant;” and finally they rated their first impressions of the
other participant with IAS items.

Results and Discussion

To test whether complementary perceptions of others are more
likely about targets with whom the individual expects to work, we
ran two regressions—one in which we examined the perceptions
of the targets’ dominance and another in which we examined
perceptions of the targets’ affiliation. In both models, the predic-
tors were participant sex, self-perceived affiliation, self-perceived
dominance, the expectation to coordinate with the target or to work
alone, the interaction of work expectation with self-perceived
affiliation, and the interaction of work expectation with self-
perceived dominance.

In the model predicting perceptions of target dominance, the
only significant effect was the hypothesized one associated with
the interaction of work expectation and self-perceived dominance
(� � �.38), t(46) � �2.83, p � .01. We decomposed this
interaction following the methods recommended by Aiken and
West (1991). The slopes are displayed in Figure 1 and illustrate
that among participants who expected to coordinate with the target,
there was the predicted negative relationship between self-
perceived dominance and perceptions of the target’s dominance,
(� � �.34), t(46) � 1.98, p � .053. In the work alone condition,
participants perceived the target to be similar to themselves, (� �
.41), t(46) � 2.03, p � .05.

Among participants who expected to coordinate with the target,
we had expected to observe a positive relationship between par-
ticipants’ self-perceived affiliation and their perceptions of the
target’s affiliation. However, there were no significant effects in
the model predicting perceptions of targets’ affiliation. An expla-
nation for this null effect may be that because the interaction was
going to be over the computer, participants did not think that
interpersonal warmth was relevant to success on the task (Moore,
Kurtzberg, Thompson, & Morris, 1999).

Thus, in this study, when participants believed they were going to
work with another participant, they perceived that person to be dom-

inance complementary with themselves. We argue that in this condi-
tion, the participants had reason to want a good working relationship
with the target, and it is only when such a desire exists that dominance
complementary perceptions occur. When participants believed that
the other participant was merely going to do the task at the same time,
they did not engage in this perceptual pattern. Instead, they appeared
to simply think of the other participant as similar to themselves,
similar to findings about projection (Krueger, 2002; Robbins &
Krueger, 2005). The difference between these two conditions lends
support to the notion that perceptions of dominance complementarity
are the result of motivation.

Study 3

In Study 2, we argued that, in certain situations, people’s desire
for a good relationship is heightened (for example when working
with another person leads to rewards) and that in these situations
perceptions of dominance complementarity should be increased.
And, we showed evidence of that effect. However, the desire to
work effectively with others is not just determined by situations, it
also varies from individual to individual. A project of greatest
importance to one individual might be a low priority for another.
Indeed, these differences in motivation are one reason why coor-
dinated work can be so difficult (Hackman & Suttle, 1977). If
perceptions of dominance complementarity are a result of this
motive, then variance in individual desire for successful work
relationships should correspond to variation in perceptions of
dominance complementarity. Specifically, our approach suggests
that those people with the greatest desire for the task to go well
will be most likely to engage in perceptions of dominance comple-
mentarity. We examined this hypothesis in Study 3.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited from an intensive, month-long summer
program on business management at a west coast university. There
were 141 students who were enrolled in the program. Of these, 96
students filled out the two waves of questionnaires necessary for this
study. Of these participants, 1 who did not follow the directions was
excluded from analyses. Our final sample of 95 was comprised of 49
male and 46 female participants. Their average age was 22 years, and
they were generally Caucasian/White (n � 60), however some other
ethnicities were represented as well (5 described themselves as His-
panic/Latino, 21 described themselves as Asian/Asian-American/
Pacific Islander, 2 described themselves as African American/Black,
and 7 did not identify themselves). Participation in the study was
purely voluntary.

Materials and Procedure

Participants filled out questionnaires at two points in time. The
first questionnaire was handed out in a sealed envelope during the
1st week of the program. Students were asked to fill out the
questionnaire in the evening when they were alone and to return it
the following day. This questionnaire required participants to rate
a specific other student in the program (the target). They were all
assigned to rate a same-sex student who was a member of their
study group. Students had learned what other students were in their
study group on the previous day. They had been informed that theyFigure 1. Estimated perceptions of the target in Study 2.
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would be working with their study group on a number of assign-
ments for several different classes (e.g., accounting, finance). In
the questionnaire, they were asked to rate the target on IAS
following the same format as in prior studies. The questionnaire
also included a question about their desire for their study group to
succeed. Specifically, they were asked, “How important to you is
it that your study group succeeds?” They rated this on a 7-point
scale that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). From here on,
we refer to this item as the motivation item.

The second questionnaire was done on the Internet. During the
beginning of the last week of the month-long course, participants
received an e-mail with a link to a website that contained the final
questionnaire. On this questionnaire, participants rated their stable
personalities on the IAS items.

We provided an explanation of the study for interested parties at
the end of the program.

Results and Discussion

Composite variables for self-perceived dominance (� � .71,
M � 4.84, SD � 0.71), self perceived affiliation (� � .69, M �
5.53, SD � 0.57), perception of target dominance (� � .80, M �
4.58, SD � 0.80), and perception of target affiliation (� � .91,
M � 6.11, SD � 0.67) were created.

Perceptions of target dominance were regressed on the self-
perception items, the motivation item, and the interactions between
the motivation item and the self-perception items. We also in-
cluded sex and class section as control variables. We predicted that
the interaction between motivation and self-perceived dominance
would be significant and would be due to highly motivated indi-
viduals being particularly prone to perceptions of dominance
complementarity. The only significant effect in this model was the
interaction between motive and self-perceptions of dominance
(� � �.30), t(87) � 2.52, p � .05. We probed this interaction
following the procedures of Aiken and West (1991). As illustrated
in Figure 2, the simple slope for participants who are 1 standard
deviation higher than the mean for motivation is significantly
negative (� � �.46), t(87) � �2.13, p � .05. Although the slope
for people 1 standard deviation below the mean for motivation
looks slightly positive, this slope is not different from 0 (� � .25),
t(87) � 1.25. Thus, these results demonstrate that perceptions of
dominance complementarity are more likely among people who
really want the working relationship to be successful.

We did a similar analysis on perception of the target’s affilia-
tion. The only significant results in this analysis were a main effect

for sex, such that women perceived their female targets as more
affiliative (� � .24, p � .05) and a main effect for self-perception
of affiliation (� � .34, p � .05).

Thus, this study provides further evidence that perceptions of
dominance complementarity are a function of the desire for a
successful working relationship.

Study 4

In the previous two studies, we provided some evidence that
perceiving dominance complementarity is a function of one’s moti-
vation to have a good relationship with the target. When one is more
motivated, perceiving dominance complementarity is more likely. In
the previous studies, the relationship was situationally defined as a
task-oriented one. Thus, motivation for a good relationship was equiv-
alent to the desire to work well together on a task. Many relationships,
however, are more complex in that there are numerous ways in which
individuals can construe the relationship and, thus, numerous goals
they can hold for the relationship. For example, one can conceptualize
a new colleague as a potential collaborator or as a potential friend.
One’s perceptions of, evaluations of, and behavior toward this col-
league will vary depending on whether one is more concerned about
coordinating research efforts or socializing. Our approach suggests
that the goals one holds for the relationship should have important
effects on the perception of dominance complementarity. Namely,
because we believe that perceptions of dominance complementarity
are an instance of motivated perception in which the underlying
motivation is the desire to coordinate well on tasks, we hypothesize
that it is only when people prioritize this goal in a particular relation-
ship that they will engage in dominance complementary construal.

In Study 4, we tested this hypothesis by examining new college
students’ perceptions of their roommates. Like many social rela-
tionships, the roommate relationship can be conceptualized in
many ways, and there is likely to be natural variation in the goals
individuals have for the relationship. Some people will prioritize
the coordination aspect of living together, whereas others may
prioritize the potential for a close friendship. In this study, we
expected to find that only those who prioritized the goal of coor-
dination would engage in perceptions of dominance complemen-
tarity.

Method

Participants

Participants in this study were 98 first-year college students (59
men and 39 women). They were recruited from the dining halls of
freshman dormitories by an experimenter who asked them whether
they would be willing to fill out a short questionnaire in exchange
for a candy bar. The participants were approached during the 1st
week of classes. Of the participants, 3 (1 woman and 2 men) did
not provide ratings of their roommates and, thus, could not be
included in the analyses. We also excluded 1 participant who, in
the margins, wrote notes that suggested that he was not taking the
questionnaire seriously.

Materials

The questionnaire consisted of three parts: self-perception rat-
ings, questions about goals for the roommate relationship, and
perceptions of the roommate’s personalities. The self-perceptionFigure 2. Perceptions of a study group partner in Study 3.
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ratings and the perception of the roommate’s personality ratings
consisted of adjectives from the IAS. These scales were, once
again, reliable (self dominance: � � .81, M � 4.34, SD � 0.86;
self affiliation: � � .86 M � 5.55, SD � 0.70; roommate domi-
nance: � � .81, M � 4.47, SD � 0.74; roommate affiliation: � �
.92, M � 5.69, SD � 0.99).

In the section on goals and motives, we wanted to distinguish
between students who prioritized succeeding at the task component of
the roommate relationship (and, thus, had the goal of coordinating
with their roommate) from those who did not prioritize this goal.
Therefore, we measured the degree to which people were seeking
coordination with their roommate with two items: “How important to
you is it for you and your roommate to come up with rules or
guidelines that will make living together peaceful?” and “How im-
portant is it for you to have a similar waking/sleeping schedule as your
roommate?” In order to assess the degree to which these goals were
a priority over other goals, we also measured the degree to which
participants were seeking a close friendship with their roommate. Our
items to measure the degree to which people were seeking friendship
in their roommate relationships were, “How important to you is it for
your roommate to include you in social events he/she attends?” and
“How important to you is it for your roommate to tell you about
his/her personal life?” All of the goal items were rated on scales that
ranged from 1 (not important at all) to 7 (extremely important). We
hypothesized that people who were more concerned with coordination
than friendship would engage in complementary construal.

Results

First, we categorized participants into two groups: those who
prioritized coordination (i.e., rated the coordination items higher
than the friendship items in one group; N � 55) and those who did
not prioritize coordination (N � 39).

Next, we examined the relationship between self-perceptions
and other perceptions. In the first analysis, we regressed the
perceptions of the roommates’ dominance on the participant’s sex,
the participant’s self-perceptions of affiliation and dominance, the
goal priority, and the interactions between goal priority and self-
perceptions. In the second regression, perceptions of roommates’
affiliation were regressed on the same independent variables.

In the analysis predicting perceptions of the roommates’ dom-
inance, there was only one significant effect: the hypothesized
interaction between self-perceptions of dominance and goal prior-
ity (b � �.33, � � �.28), t(87) � 2.75, p � .01. The decomposed
interaction is presented in Figure 3; it demonstrates the predicted
negative relationship between self-perceptions of dominance and
perceptions of roommate’s dominance among people who priori-
tized coordination, (b � �.31, � � �.27), t(87) � 2.04, p � .05.
Among people who did not prioritize coordination, there was a
marginally positive relationship between self-perceived domi-
nance and perception of roommate’s dominance (b � .35, � �.31),
t(87) � 1.87, p � .10.

In the analysis predicting perceptions of roommates’ affiliation,
there was only one significant effect; a main effect for self-
perception of affiliation (b � .49, � �.34), t(87) � 3.31, p � .01.
Thus, regardless of goal priority, we observed an assimilation
effect for perceptions of affiliation.

Study 5

People have stable and chronic ways of characterizing them-
selves, and these were measured and examined in the previous
studies. However, there are also transient self-perceptions that are
shaped by salient situational features and experiences. Markus and
Wurf (1987) called these situationally activated self-perceptions
“the working self-concept” and argued that they affect information
processing and social perception—a claim that has been well-
supported in the empirical research (see Hoyle, Kernis, Leary, &
Baldwin, 1999).

If construing others in a way that is complementary to the self
is due to the desire to work well with a target, then this kind of
effect should occur not only for chronic self-perceptions (as shown
in Studies 1–4) but also for transient self-perceptions. The effects
we have already demonstrated rely on chronic self-perceptions and
can be interpreted as evidence of chronic perceptions of others (at
least, chronic perceptions in particular situations or when particu-
lar goals are relevant). If the same patterns are observed in re-
sponse to the transient, working self-concept, it provides more
evidence that these perceptions of others can fulfill a more imme-
diate function or goal for the individual. Furthermore, such effects
would make the causality of these patterns more clear. Therefore,
in this study, we influenced the way in which participants per-
ceived themselves and then measured their perceptions of a target
whom they imagined working with.

Method

In this study, we used a similar method to that of Study 1. An
experimenter in a mass testing session was the target about whom
participants reported their perceptions. The differences between
this study and Study 1 were that (a) in this study, prior to reporting
their perceptions of the experimenter, the participants completed a
task intended to influence their self-perception and that (b) in this
study, instead of providing open-ended descriptions of the exper-
imenter as they had in Study 1, the participants rated the experi-
menter on trait adjectives from the IAS.

Participants

In this study, there were 292 (132 male, 138 female, and 22
unidentified) participants. Their average age was 20 years. They
were recruited from the electronic mailing list described in prior
studies for a mass testing session in which they would complete a

Figure 3. Perceptions of a new roommate in Study 4.
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number of questionnaire studies in exchange for $20. The testing
session was approximately 1 hr in length. The materials for this
study were interspersed among a number of questionnaires unre-
lated to this study.

Materials and Procedure

Self-perception manipulation. In the first component of this
study, participants completed a task intended to influence their
self-perceptions. Specifically, all participants were asked to list
four instances from their lives in which they acted in a particular
manner. Participants in the dominant condition (n � 83) were
asked to describe four instances in which they felt self-confident
and acted in an assertive and directive manner; participants in the
submissive condition (n � 70) described four instances in which
they felt timid and followed someone else’s directions; participants
in the agreeable condition (n � 76) listed instances in which they
felt friendly and acted in a warm and polite manner; and the final
group, the quarrelsome condition, (n � 63) listed instances in
which they felt unfriendly and acted in a cool and distant manner.
These directions were intended to induce self-perceptions of dom-
inance, submissiveness, agreeableness, or quarrelsomeness, re-
spectively.

Perceptions of the experimenter. Next, participants were asked to
imagine working on a class project with the experimenter and to write
a paragraph describing what they think the experimenter would be
like in that context. One male experimenter was rated by all partici-
pants. This was followed by a questionnaire on which the participants
rated the experimenter on the IAS items measuring dominance and
affiliation. These ratings were once again made on 1–7 scales. Once
again, the items were averaged into reliable scales (affiliation: � �
.92; dominance: � � .87).

Manipulation checks. Finally, participants rated themselves on 4
adjectives: dominant, self-assured, kind, and welcoming, on 1 to 7
scales. The first two ratings were averaged and used as a manipulation
check for the dominant and submissive conditions, and the second
two were averaged and used as a manipulation check for the agreeable
and quarrelsome conditions.

Results and Discussion

We first looked through all the questionnaires and found that 37
people (12.7% of the participants) had not completed the self-
description manipulation (7 in the dominant conditions, 17 in the
submissive condition, 4 in the agreeable condition, and 9 in the
quarrelsome condition). These individuals either had written noth-
ing or had listed fewer than 4 instances in which they had behaved
in the manner consistent with their condition. Because of concerns
that these participants’ self-concept would not have been influ-
enced in the intended manner (Schwarz et al., 1991), we excluded
these participants from the analyses.

Manipulation Checks

One-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted on
the two manipulation check variables. The omnibus tests were not
statistically significant (Fs � 2), but the relevant contrasts indi-
cated that, in fact, the manipulation was successful. Participants
who wrote about instances in which they behaved in a dominant
fashion rated themselves as more dominant (M � 4.71, SD � 1.05)

than did those who wrote about instances in which they behaved in
a submissive way (M � 4.28, SD � 1.11), t(251) � 2.07, p � .05,
�p

2 � .02. Participants who wrote about instances in which they
acted in an agreeable way rated themselves as more agreeable
(M � 5.46, SD � 0.95) than did those who wrote about times when
they behaved in a quarrelsome fashion (M � 5.12, SD � 1.05),
t(251) � 2.04, p � .05, �p

2 � .02.

Perceptions of the Experimenter

We also examined perceptions of the experimenter with one-way
ANOVAs. Once again, the omnibus tests were not significant, but the
planned contrasts provided evidence that people perceived the exper-
imenter as complementary to their induced self-concept. People who
wrote about times in which they behaved in a dominant way rated the
experimenter as less dominant (M � 4.42, SD � 0.90) than did people
who wrote about times in which they behaved in a submissive way
(M � 4.71, SD � 0.61), t(251) � 2.05, p � .05, �p

2 � .02. People
who wrote about instances in which they were agreeable perceived the
experimenter as more agreeable (M � 5.23, SD � 0.77) than did those
who wrote about quarrelsome instances (M � 4.94, SD � 0.80),
t(251) � 2.00, p � .05, �p

2 � .02.
Finally, we also examined the relationships between self-

perception and perceptions of the experimenter by looking at
associations between the manipulation check measures and the
perceptions of the experimenter measures. We ran two regres-
sion analyses: one in which self-perceptions of dominance and
affiliation and participant sex were used to predict the person’s
perceptions of the experimenter’s dominance and one in which
these same independent variables were used to predict percep-
tions of the experimenter’s affiliation. In the regression predict-
ing perceptions of dominance, the only significant effect was
the predicted one that was associated with self-perception of
dominance (b � �.10, � � �.14), t(231) � 2.17, p � .05. In
the analyses predicting perceptions of affiliation, the only sig-
nificant effect was for self-perceptions of affiliation, which was
positively related to perceptions of the experimenter’s affilia-
tion (b � .26, � � .30), t(231) � 4.75, p � .05.3

In sum, this experiment shows that people engage in the com-
plementary perception of others, and people do so not just when
they rely on a chronic perception of themselves or chronic ways of
perceiving others. Instead, people seem to tune their perceptions of
others to create complementarity, depending on how they are
temporarily feeling about themselves.

Study 6

In the final study, we manipulated both participants’ temporary
perceptions of themselves and their beliefs about a potential future
relationship. Consistent with the previous studies, we hypothesized
that participants would perceive another individual to be comple-
mentary to their temporarily activated self-perception when they

3 We also ran these analyses with the full data set (including the people
we excluded because they did not complete the manipulation). In the
regression examining perceptions of experimenter’s dominance, the only
significant predictor was the self-perceptions of dominance (b � �.10, b �
�.14), t(265) � 2.39, p � .05. Self-perceptions of affiliation was the only
variable that significantly predicted perceptions of experimenter’s affilia-
tion (b � .25, b � .29), t(265) � 4.91, p � .001.
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expected to do a task with that individual but that they would not
do so when no relationship was possible. In this study, we focused
solely on perceptions of dominance and submission both because
we wanted to keep the size of the study reasonable and because the
hypothesized contrast effects associated with this dimension are
the more novel hypotheses (i.e., they do not fit the assimilative
pattern demonstrated in prior research).

Method

Participants

In this study, 204 people (80 men and 124 women) participated
in exchange for $10. They were recruited from an electronic
mailing list that advertises the opportunity to participate in studies
to interested parties. These participants responded to an advertise-
ment for two studies on interpersonal dynamics and first impres-
sions. Participants were run in groups of 4 to 8; however, upon
arriving at the laboratory, they were sent to one of three computer
rooms, where they completed the entire study sitting at small
cubicles.

Procedure and Materials

Self-concept manipulation. After filling out a consent form,
participants completed the materials for the self-concept manipu-
lation. The materials were described as a study on interpersonal
dynamics. Participants were asked to list six instances in which
they acted in either a self-assured way (n � 108) or a self-doubting
way (n � 96).

Relationship manipulation. After finishing the self-concept
manipulation, participants completed what they were told was the
next study, which was done on the computer. Participants were
told that this was a study about first impressions and that they
would be asked to give their first impressions of another person,
whose picture would be provided. Some of the participants were
told that the person they would see was a student at another
university (n � 94). Other participants were told that the person
they would see was another participant in the study who was
sitting in a different computer room and that they would be
working with this person on another task later in the session (n �
110).4 To make this more believable, participants were told that
while they had been sitting at the computer, their picture was taken
by the webcam located on the computer and that their picture
would simultaneously be shown to the other participant. In reality,
we did not take pictures of the participants. To further reinforce the
manipulation, participants in the future interaction condition were
asked to guess what kind of task they would work on with the other
person later in the session, and participants in the no future
interaction condition were asked to guess what university the other
person attended.

The participants were then shown the picture of the other
participants. There was one picture of a woman and one picture of
a man. Female participants were exposed to the picture of a woman
and male participants were exposed to the picture of a man. The
picture was shown for 10 s and then the participants were asked to
rate the target.

Measures. Participants rated the target on eight adjectives,
which were taken from the Wiggins’ (1979) IAS scale (dominant,
assertive, domineering, forceful, submissive, unbold, meek, and

unaggressive). Each rating was made on a scale that ranged from
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). The last four adjectives were
reversed and then all 8 ratings were averaged (� � .80).

At the end of the session participants answered manipulation
checks for the self-concept manipulation. Specifically, participants
rated the degree to which they themselves are firm and timid
(reversed). These ratings were on the same 7-point scales and were
averaged to constitute the self-concept manipulation check.

Results

Manipulation Checks

First, we examined the records from the self-concept manipu-
lation. We found that 6 people did not complete the manipulation
(3 in the dominant condition and 3 in the submissive condition).
These people were excluded because of a concern that those who
had difficulty responding to this task would conclude that the
target trait was not at all descriptive of themselves (Schwarz et al.,
1991). We also examined the open-ended responses of participants
who were asked to guess what task they would work on with the
other person. Of these, 6 people wrote some variant of not believ-
ing that the other person existed or not believing that there would
be a task. These people were also excluded from the remaining
analyses.

The remaining self-ratings were examined with a 2 Sex (male
vs. female) � 2 Self-Concept (dominant vs. submissive) ANOVA
and suggested that the self-concept manipulation had been suc-
cessful. Participants who wrote about six times in which they
behaved in a self-assured way rated themselves as more dominant
(M � 4.75, SD � 1.12) than participants who wrote about six
times in which they behaved in a self-doubting way (M � 4.44,
SD � 0.98), F(1, 188) � 4.10, p � .05, �p

2 � .02. There were no
effects due to sex of the participant.

Ratings of the Picture

The ratings of the target were examined with a 2 Sex (male vs.
female) � 2 Relationship (anticipated relationship vs. no antici-
pated relationship) � 2 Self-Concept (dominant vs. submissive)
ANOVA. There were only two significant effects in this analysis.
There was a main effect for the sex of the participant, F(1, 184) �
7.62, p � .01, which was due to women rating the picture that they
saw as more dominant (M � 4.13, SD � 0.77) than men rated the
picture that they saw (M � 3.80, SD � 0.77).

More important for our hypotheses, there was also a significant
interaction between relationship and self-concept, F(1, 184) �
4.62, p � .05, �p

2 � .02. Planned paired comparisons revealed that
this interaction showed the expected pattern. Specifically, within
the anticipated relationship condition, self-concept had a signifi-
cant effect. Within the anticipated relationship condition, submis-
sive participants perceived their future relationship partner to be
more dominant (M � 4.17, SD � 0.70) than dominant participants

4 This also implied that the target was from the same university as the
participants. Note that this makes this a particularly challenging test of our
hypotheses, given prior findings that show projection or assimilation is
most likely for ingroup members, whereas contrast is more likely for
outgroup members (Clement & Krueger, 2002). Thus, previous literature
would expect the exact opposite pattern from the one we predict.
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did (M � 3.82, SD � 0.77), t(188) � 2.20, p � .05, �p
2 � .02.

Within the no future relationship condition, there was no differ-
ence in the way that dominant (M � 4.05, SD � 0.77) and
submissive (M � 3.97, SD � 0.88), t(188) � .5 participants
perceived the student from another university. Thus, only when
people believed they would be interacting with the person pictured
did they perceive the person to be complementary in terms of
dominance to their own induced self-perception.

General Discussion

These studies provide evidence that people tend to see potential
task partners in a dominance complementary fashion. The ten-
dency to perceive a difference between the self and others for
dominance is enhanced to the degree that people want a successful
work relationship with the target. This moderator supports the idea
that complementary perceptions of others are a case of optimistic
relational perceptions. People often desire good work relationships
and they see anticipated work partners in a way that suggests they
will work well together.

Assimilation for Affiliation and Contrast for Control

This research is not the first to show that people perceive
relationship partners differently from how they perceive nonrela-
tionship partners. Indeed, quite a few studies in the literature on
contrast and assimilation effects have shown a difference between
these two kinds of targets. However, in that literature, the conclu-
sion has been that relational targets are even more likely to be
associated with assimilation effects, or projection, than nonrela-
tional targets (Robbins & Krueger, 2005; Miller & Marks, 1982;
Murray et al., 1996), and this is assumed to generalize to any
dimension of judgment. In this research, we have shown that
assimilating a relationship partner to the self can occur for the
affiliation dimension but that contrast occurs for the control di-
mension when a successful task relationship is expected or desired.
Thus, there is nothing sacred about the association between rela-
tional partners and assimilation. Instead, assimilation and contrast
can both occur, and their occurrence depends on the judgment
dimension (dominance versus affiliation) and the goals for the
relationship. Other research on the optimistic perceptions people
hold for interaction partners has demonstrated the flattering no-
tions people hold about their relationship partners. Although we
also argue that people perceive potential relationship partners in an
optimistic way, we suggest that such perceptions need not be so
flattering about the individual. In these studies, participants some-
times saw their future relationship partners as less dominant and
more submissive, a profile that previous research has shown to be
considered negative (Locke, 2003; Stapel & Van der Zee, 2006;
Tiedens & Jimenez, 2003). There are some negative characteristics
that portend a positive relationship, and we found that our partic-
ipants were willing to see these attributes in targets with whom
they anticipated needing to work on a task.

Optimism About Relationships

Our hypotheses about assimilation for affiliation and contrast
for control were based on interpersonal theory and the notion of
complementarity. Interpersonal theorists have suggested that dif-
ference rather than similarity in terms of dominance and submis-

sion is associated with relationship success. When this form of
complementarity has been examined, it has, in fact, been shown to
be associated with relationship satisfaction (Dryer & Horowitz,
1997; Tiedens & Fragale, 2003). This hypothesis is surprising in
two ways. First, the received wisdom in social psychology is about
the benefits of similarity between relationship partners. Neither we
nor interpersonal theorists dispute the large literature that demon-
strates those effects. Similarity on many dimensions is good for
relationships; however, the dominance dimension functions differ-
ently than those other dimensions.

That the difference on the dominance dimension is beneficial
may also be surprising because it suggests that hierarchical differ-
entiation is preferable to equality in interpersonal interactions. At
least in the United States, our cultural ideology promotes the
notion that equality is better and more enjoyable than hierarchical
differentiation (Bellah et al., 1996; de Tocqueville, 1862/1969).
And indeed, when people were explicitly asked about positive and
negative aspects of relationships, equality was mentioned as a
positive attribute and situations in which one person was dominant
and another was submissive were considered problematic (Van
Lange et al., 1997). We doubt that many people in the United
States would explicitly say that they desire a relationship partner
who is more dominant or more submissive than they themselves
are, and they would not say that their ideal relationship is a
hierarchical one. However, the preference for and enjoyment of
complementarity may be unconscious (Tiedens & Fragale, 2003).
The results demonstrated in this article may depend on the partic-
ipants being largely unaware of the relationship between their
self-perceptions and their perceptions of a future interaction part-
ner. One methodological difference between this work and other
work that has examined how perception of relationship partners
reflect respondent ideals is that prior work has always required
participants to explicitly state their ideals (e.g., LaPrelle, Hoyle,
Insko, & Bernthal, 1990; Murray et al., 1996). That kind of
methodology might obscure dominance complementarity, which
may be rejected at the conscious level. Of course, we did not
compare implicit and explicit relationship ideals, but an investiga-
tion of this would be an interesting avenue for future research.

Another difference between our approach and the research that
has emphasized assimilative and flattering perceptions of relation-
ship partners is that prior work has been concerned primarily with
social relationships (LaPrelle et al., 1990; Murray & Holmes,
1997; Murray et al., 1996; Thomas, Fletcher, & Lange, 1997),
whereas this work, and much of the research on complementarity,
has been concerned with task-oriented relationships. Although in
some of the research on the benefits of similarity, researchers have
examined coworkers (e.g., Glaman, Jones, & Rozelle, 2002), the
dominance dimension has typically not been examined, and it is
only on this dimension that the benefits of contrast might occur.
Elsewhere, we have provided evidence that contrast on the dom-
inance dimension is more likely in task relationships than in purely
social or affiliative ones (Tiedens & Jimenez, 2003), and the
results from Study 4 suggest that this is the case. We think that the
current state of the relationships literature has downplayed the
importance of relationships with work partners and that the current
literature may have overemphasized people’s affiliation goals in
their social relationships and may have underemphasized their
coordination goals. For example, although roommate studies are
often concerned with the friendship component of the relationship,
more of our participants prioritized coordination with their room-
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mate than affiliation. This may also be true in marriages and in
other relationships in which partners who affiliate also need to
coordinate on any number of tasks. Such relationships may entail
more dominance complementarity than might be expected if we
viewed these relationships as purely affiliative (Beach, Witaker,
Jones, & Tesser, 2001). An examination of work relationships and
coordination goals is not only important because they are a central
part of people’s lives, but also, in this case, because an examina-
tion of them shows that optimism can take forms other than
assimilation and flattery.

With an examination of the perceptions of task partners, these
findings also shed light on the psychological processes through
which social hierarchies come to exist. In this research, it appears
that when people enter a task-oriented relationship, they do so with
an unconscious desire for and expectation of hierarchical differ-
entiation. Given the powerful role of expectations on social be-
havior (Darley & Fazio, 1980; Olson, Roese, & Zanna, 1996),
these perceptions lay the ground for the emergence of hierarchical
differentiation between task partners, even when no formal hier-
archy may exist. That people tend to express dominance comple-
mentarity in their behavior (Tiedens & Fragale, 2003) suggests that
these initial perceptions could be combined with actual behavior in
a way that seals hierarchical differentiation in place. In this way,
the findings presented in this article speak to the psychology of the
frequently noted, but largely unexplained, phenomenon of the
spontaneous emergence of hierarchies in work groups (Forsyth,
1983). Although we acknowledge that the size of the effects we
uncovered was not always large, we see these effects as having the
potential to begin a cycle that leads to the emergence of interper-
sonal hierarchies in task groups and teams.

Conclusions

Whenever patterns in social perception emerge that are not
well-justified by objective features of the target, the question of
whether they ought to be normatively condemned are soon to
follow. Clearly, the effects demonstrated in these studies are not
the result of objective evaluation, but that does not mean they are
necessarily dysfunctional. Murray and her colleagues (Murray et
al., 1996, 1999) argued that sometimes self-deception and opti-
mism about future relationship partners can be useful. Positive
relational expectancies can put a positive cycle in place, and given
that positive relationships fulfill a basic human need, this may be
a bias that may increase the well-being of those who fall prey to it.
To the extent that complementarity promotes good relationships,
we can then see this phenomenon as functional. At the same time,
these perceptions could prematurely create hierarchical differenti-
ation, which may be unnecessary for successful completion of the
task. Or, given the speed with which these perceptions occur, it
may be that the produced hierarchy is incorrect for the context,
with the wrong person dominating another. Thus, we think it is too
early to say whether these perceptual patterns are adaptive or
dysfunctional. For now, what is evident is that people perceive
potential task partners as complementary to themselves.
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