PSYCHOLOGICAL INQUIRY
2024, VOL. 35, NO. 1, 50-52
https://doi.org/10.1080/1047840X.2024.2366783

é Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

COMMENTARIES

‘ W) Check for updates‘

Social Projection and Cognitive Differentiation Co-Explain Self-Enhancement and

in-Group Favoritism

Alex Koch?, Johanna Woitzel®, and Russell Roberts?

University of Chicago, Chicago, USA; "Ruhr University Bochum, Bochum, Germany

The Inductive Reasoning Model (IRM; Krueger et al., this
issue) makes two assumptions. First, people’s self-concept is
positive; they are aware that they have more positive attrib-
utes than negative attributes. Second, when people are
uncertain about another person’s or group’s attributes, they
project their own attributes onto them because they are
aware that social entities are similar to one another (i.e.,
share attributes). This social projection decreases with
increasing social distance between the self and the other per-
son or group. For example, people project their attributes
onto in-groups members more than out-group members.
These two assumptions have received ample empirical sup-
port (Robbins & Krueger, 2005; Unkelbach et al., 2019). The
IRM combines self-positivity and differential social projec-
tion to predict the size of four effects in the social psycho-
logical literature: self-enhancement, in-group favoritism,
intergroup accentuation, and differential accuracy (ie., a
more accurate description of in-groups vs. out-groups).
Further, the IRM predicts the correlations between these
effect sizes from self-positivity and differential social projec-
tion. In sum, the model pinpoints the (co)variation of
important effects by relying on the evaluative information
ecology and a social-cognitive heuristic instead of the motiv-
ational processes emphasized by theories of social identity
(Ellemers et al., 2002) and social comparison (Mussweiler,
2003). We appreciate the IRM’s parsimony and generativity,
and we draw on our and other previous research to discuss
its validity and generality by focusing on a related cognitive-
ecological model of impression formation.

First, we encourage studies that test the validity of the
IRM. To establish internal validity, studies may examine
whether varying the modeled causes or inputs moderates the
four effects in ways that are consistent with the model
(Krueger et al, this issue). A neutral self-concept or indis-
criminate social projection between in-group and out-group
targets should result in null effects that are less informative
than systematic differences (but see Lakens et al., 2020).
Thus, we suggest reversing or amplifying the effects. A first
study may manipulate the valence of people’s self-concept
(e.g., through upward social comparison or false feedback
on a bogus test). When people’s self-concept is negative, the
IRM predicts self-effacement, out-group favoritism, and dif-
ferential inaccuracy (i.e., a less accurate description of in-
groups vs. out-groups). In a second study, people whose

self-concept is positive may encounter an out-group that is
“similar to the self’ versus an in-group that “differs from
the self.” In this unusual ecology, self-aggrandizement (i.e.,
exaggerated self-enhancement), out-group favoritism, and
differential inaccuracy should emerge, according to the IRM.
As implied by Krueger et al. (this issue), a third study may
cross manipulations of self-concept valence and differential
social projection to test whether these variables interact to
predict the IRM’s outputs.

To establish external validity, another study could predict
holistic impressions from the IRM’s computations. For
example, the IRM computes a person’s self-enhancement by
subtracting a first correlation over attributes from a second
correlation over attributes. The first correlation is between a
person’s ratings of their in-group having the attributes and
the attributes’ desirability. The second correlation is between
the person’s ratings of the self having the attributes and,
again, the attributes’ desirability. However, people’s mental
capacity is limited and they need to represent information
efficiently. Hence, they form influential overall impressions
of (the positivity of) the self and others (Abele et al., 2021;
Koch et al, 2021). Thus, it seems important that the per-
son’s self-enhancement as computed in the IRM predicts the
difference between their overall impressions of the self and
their in-group. In a similar vein, future research could test
whether in-group favoritism and intergroup accentuation, as
computed in the IRM, predict the difference between peo-
ple’s overall impression of the in-group and out-group, their
holistic impression of group-level diversity, and the differ-
ence between the perceived accuracy of their characteriza-
tions of the in-group and out-group.

Second, we encourage studies that examine the generality
of the IRM. One direction we consider worthy of explor-
ation relies on the four types of psychological distance
postulated by Construal Level Theory (CLT; Trope &
Liberman, 2010). CLT argues that the social distance from
the self increases as people reason about an out-group, com-
pared to an in-group. Distance from the self also increases,
however, as the same social entity is further away in space,
time, or certainty of interaction. All four types of distance
may decrease social projection, and thereby moderate the
IRM’s effects in predicted ways. For example, the IRM may
predict that people favor not just in-groups over out-groups,
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but also one and the same group that is closer to the self in
space, time, or probability of social interaction.

Social entities can differ from one another in many ways,
some of which may be more relevant to differential social
projection. Prior research prompted people to sort society-
representative samples of groups according to (dis)similarity
without prompts on how to interpret the concept of (dis)-
similarity. People spontaneously differentiated the groups
according to their socioeconomic status and ideological
beliefs (Koch et al., 2020; Koch et al., 2022; Nicolas et al.,
2022, see also Imhoff et al., 2018; Koch et al., 2018). Thus,
social projection may be more differential when the differ-
ence between a person’s in-group and out-group is a status
gap or an ideological divide, compared to another type of
social distance. As a result, the IRM may predict larger
effect sizes for self-enhancement, in-group favoritism, inter-
group accentuation, and differential accuracy when the dif-
ference between the person’s in-group and out-group is a
status gap or an ideological divide. This would be consistent
with a growing body of evidence that status and ideology
predict where people live and whom they communicate,
cooperate, and mate with (Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2011;
Roberts & Koch, 2024; Woitzel & Koch, 2023).

A challenge to the generality of the IRM is that people
often know the attributes of others because they have
encountered them, leaving little room for social projection
and requiring other explanations of self-enhancement, in-
group favoritism, etc. The cognitive-ecological model (CEM;
Alves et al., 2017a, 2023) is similar to the IRM in that it pre-
dicts self-enhancement, etc., without relying on motivational
processes. According to the CEM, impression formation is
often a serial process in which social targets are encountered
individually over time. Examples of this include job inter-
views throughout a business day or browsing through pro-
files on a dating app. In serial impression formation,
perceivers tend to overlook, ignore, and forget a target’s
attributes if they were already present in previous targets
(Kruschke, 2003; Woitzel & Alves, 2024). That is, people
process the unique, differentiating attributes of new encoun-
ters in a series of targets (Bassok & Trope, 1983-1984;
Hamilton & Gifford, 1976; Reeder & Brewer, 1979).

The claims of the CEM are rooted in two empirically
supported asymmetries of information distribution: diversity
asymmetry and frequency asymmetry. Diversity asymmetry
is the idea that there are more negative (vs. positive) attrib-
utes that a target can have; frequency asymmetry is the idea
that the typical target has more positive (vs. negative) attrib-
utes. Thus, the CEM agrees with the IRM’s assumption that
most people’s self-concept is positive. The diversity and fre-
quency asymmetries result in two relevant aspects of the
evaluative information ecology (EVIE; Unkelbach et al,
2019). First, the attributes that targets share are more likely
to be positive (Alves et al., 2016). Second, the distinct attrib-
utes that make targets unique are more likely to be negative
(Alves et al., 2017a, 2017b). Thus, when people form
impressions of others, they focus on attributes that allow
them to distinguish focal targets from those they
have encountered previously, and these attributes tend to
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be more likely to be negative for targets who appear later
in the series. Thus, their overall impressions of later-
encountered targets are more likely to be negative (e.g.,
Wang et al,, 2023).

A recent paper confirmed this indirect effect from serial
position to differentiation to negativity in natural language
(i.e., spontaneous) descriptions. Notably, the randomly
ordered targets were real individuals as they appeared in
their profile picture on the world’s largest social media plat-
form or in a popular reality TV show (Koch et al., 2024).
Consistent with the CEM, the size of the effect was largest
when the targets had many positive attributes that they
shared with one another. In contrast, a serial position-
positivity effect emerged in a non-representative ecology
where the targets had many negative attributes that they
shared with one another. In two non-representative ecolo-
gies where the targets’ positive or negative attributes were
distinct/unique, serial position had no effect on the algorith-
mic and subjective valence of the perceiver’s descriptions of
the targets. Other research confirmed the evaluative disad-
vantage of appearing later in a series in hindsight descrip-
tions and overall impressions of groups that had shared
positive and distinct negative attributes (Alves et al.,, 2018;
Woitzel & Alves, 2024).

The serial position-negativity effect is relevant for the
IRM because it is reasonable to assume that social distance
correlates with serial position in social interaction as well as
impression formation. People are with themselves from the
start of their lives, and they likely get to know and interact
with their in-groups before out-groups (Sherman et al,
2009). Thus, more often than not, people may first assess
the attributes of the self, then their in-groups, and only then
out-groups. In the real-world ecology where people’s shared
and unique attributes are positive and negative, respectively,
the aforementioned order of targets predicts that cognitive
differentiation will reduce the likelihood that the perceiver
acknowledges the presence of positive attributes in out-
groups (vs. in-groups), and in in-groups (vs. the self).
Conversely, cognitive differentiation will increase the likeli-
hood that the perceiver acknowledges the presence of
negative attributes in out-groups (vs. in-groups), and in in-
groups (vs. the self). As a result, the CEM can explain self-
enhancement, in-group favoritism, intergroup accentuation,
and differential accuracy in contexts where the perceiver’s
uncertainty about these targets’ attributes is rather low
because impressions are formed (serially) based on (serial,
fixed-order) interactions with the in-group and out-group
targets.

An interesting avenue for future research is to disentangle
whether, in a context with high uncertainty about the attrib-
utes of minimal groups, self-enhancement, in-group favorit-
ism, intergroup accentuation, and differential accuracy
emerge due to social projection decreasing with social dis-
tance, as argued by the IRM, or serial differentiation (inde-
pendent of social distance) as argued by the CEM (Alves
et al., 2023). The meta-analysis by Robbins and Krueger
(2005) found a small but non-significant decrease in social
projection when study participants rated the attributes of
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the self before rating the attributes of groups (vs. the other
way round). Still, varying the serial order of rating the
attributes of the self, in-group, and out-group in high-
powered experiments seems worthy of examination. Another
way to pit the models against each other would be to have
participants rate the attributes of the self, then several in-
groups, and finally several out-groups. The IRM predicts
less favorable attitudes toward the out-groups (vs. in-
groups), but no change in the attitudes toward different in-
groups, and different out-groups. If serial position matters
as predicted by the CEM, however, attitudes should be more
favorable toward both those in-groups and out-groups that
people rate earlier, compared to later.
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