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Abstract

This article introduces the political person perception model, which identifies conditions under which perceivers rely on 
stereotypes (party membership), individuating information (issue position), or both in political person perception. Three 
studies supported the model’s predictions. Study 1 showed that perceivers gave primacy to target information that was nar-
rowly relevant to a judgment, whether that information was stereotypic or individuating. Study 2 found that perceivers relied 
exclusively on individuating information when it was narrowly relevant to the judgment and relied on both stereotype and 
individuating information when individuating information was not narrowly relevant to the judgment but did imply a political 
ideology. Study 3 replicated these findings in a more ecologically valid context and showed that people relied on party infor-
mation in the absence of narrowly relevant policy positions and when individuating information did not imply a political ideol-
ogy. Implications for political person perception and theories of stereotyping are discussed.
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Perceivers may be faced with an array of information when 
they encounter political targets, whether these targets are ordi-
nary citizens (i.e., your partisan sister-in-law) or political elites 
(i.e., your partisan congresswoman). When perceivers lack 
explicit information about a political target’s position on a 
political issue, how do they integrate different types of informa-
tion they do have to reach judgments about the target’s positions? 
This consideration is important for understanding political judg-
ment and behavior, from voter decision making to interpersonal 
partisan relationships. This article introduces a new model, the 
political person perception (P3) model, and reports the results 
of three experiments testing its predictions about how people 
reach judgments about individual political targets.

Stereotypes are beliefs about the attributes of groups and 
their individual members (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1981). Politi-
cal party membership provides stereotype information about 
political targets (Judd & Park, 1993). Parties are groups, and 
people hold a variety of beliefs about these groups (e.g., “The 
Democratic Party is pro-choice”) and their individual members 
(e.g., “Most Democrats are pro-choice”). These beliefs often 
shape political person perception (Campbell, Converse, Miller, 
& Stokes, 1960; Conover & Feldman, 1989; McGraw, 2003).

In the social psychological literature, relying on stereotypes 
to judge an individual is often contrasted with reliance on 
individuating information (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Locksley, 
Borgida, Brekke, & Hepburn, 1980). In contrast to stereotypes, 
individuating information indicates something about the per-
sonal characteristics of a particular individual (e.g., “Yao Ming 
is over 7 feet tall,” “Hillary Clinton is pro-choice”). Examples 
of individuating information used in past research include get-
ting a haircut, stated policy positions, academic achievement, 
and hitting someone (Krueger & Rothbart, 1988; Locksley et al. 
1980; Madon et al. 1998; Rahn, 1993).

All theoretical accounts of stereotype use agree that both 
stereotypes and individuating information are used in social 
judgments. Some give primacy to stereotype information 
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(Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Jones, 1986), whereas 
others emphasize the relative power of individuating informa-
tion (Jussim, 1991; Kunda & Thagard, 1996; Locksley et al., 
1980). Political person perception provides a fertile context 
for examining the basic theoretical question of when perceivers 
rely primarily on stereotypes versus individuating information, 
especially because political stereotypes are not as susceptible 
to socially desirable responding as are demographic categories 
such as race or sex.

Consequently, the questions examined in this research are: 
(a) How much do targets’ party memberships (stereotypes) 
and issue positions (individuating information) influence per-
ceivers’ judgments of them? and (b) Are there systematically 
identifiable conditions under which perceivers use one source 
of information more than the other? To address these questions, 
we developed a model of the decisions that perceivers may 
make when judging political targets, and we performed three 
experiments that tested predictions derived from this model.

The P3 model
The P3 model is a decision-tree model that identifies whether 
people rely on stereotypes and/or individuating information 
when making judgments about political targets (see Figure 1). 
Like prior theories (e.g., Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; 
Kunda & Thagard, 1996), the P3 model assumes that people 

sometimes rely on stereotypes and sometimes rely on individu-
ating information when judging political targets. In addition, 
however, the model builds on and extends prior theory to gen-
erate unique predictions regarding how perceivers decide 
whether to rely on stereotypes and/or individuating information 
when making judgments about political targets.

The P3 model assumes that people generally prefer to reach 
valid rather than invalid judgments about political targets. 
Although this assumption does not preclude motivations other 
than reaching valid judgments, it nonetheless yields a simple 
prediction: People will use whatever information they believe 
is most diagnostic of a judgment. Sometimes the most diag-
nostic information will be a stereotype; other times, it will be 
individuating information.

Despite its simplicity, however, no existing theoretical 
perspective starts with this assumption. Kunda and Thagard’s 
(1996) parallel-constraint-satisfaction theory, which incorpo-
rates a role for subjective individuating information diagnos-
ticity in person perception, comes closest. The P3 model builds 
on this assumption but also explicates, a priori, how and why 
certain types of information are likely to be perceived as more 
diagnostic than others—something largely omitted from prior 
theories of person perception. The model also assumes that 
subjective diagnosticity may influence people’s reliance not 
only on individuating information but on stereotypes, as well. 
Neither previous theory (Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; 
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relevant to judgment? 
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If individuating
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rely on it  

If party
information,
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on this issue? 
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Figure 1. The political person perception (P3) decision-tree model

 at Society for Personality and Social Psychology on March 28, 2011psp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://psp.sagepub.com/


Crawford et al. 531

Kunda & Thagard, 1996), empirical research (e.g., Krueger & 
Rothbart, 1988; Locksley et al., 1980; Rahn, 1993), nor reviews 
of the empirical literature (e.g., Hilton & von Hippel, 1996; 
Macrae & Bodenhausen, 2001) have addressed the role of 
subjective stereotype diagnosticity in person perception.

The first step in developing the P3 model was to identify 
conditions under which people might base their judgments on 
stereotypes versus individuating information that vary in terms 
of diagnosticity. Some of these conditions are discussed next.

When perceivers have narrowly relevant information. In the 
first step of the model (Figure 1, Decision 1), perceivers judge 
whether the available information about a political target is 
narrowly relevant to the judgment. In the context of political 
judgments, the term narrowly relevant refers to information 
that is on closely related political issues or topics. For example, 
if the available issue position information indicates that Senator 
Smith is pro-life, then this information should strongly inform 
perceivers’ predictions regarding Senator Smith’s position 
on stem cell research (Decision 1 = Yes). Stem cell research is 
closely related to the issue of abortion and is therefore likely 
to be perceived as narrowly relevant.

The P3 model predicts that narrowly relevant individuating 
information regarding issue positions will usually override 
party membership. For example, the model suggests that know-
ing that Senator Smith is pro-life is sufficient for most people 
to infer that Smith also opposes stem cell research, regardless 
of Smith’s party membership. That, according to the model, 
reflects the psychological power of narrowly relevant informa-
tion. Therefore, the P3 model predicts that when it is available, 
perceivers rely primarily on narrowly relevant individuating 
information to inform their judgments and largely or com-
pletely ignore party stereotypes.

In some situations, however, stereotypes may also be nar-
rowly relevant to a judgment. For example, party membership 
is narrowly relevant to predicting whether Senator Smith will 
attend the Democratic National Convention (DNC). Narrowly 
relevant information (whether stereotype or individuating) 
enables simple and effortless processing: Inferring Senator 
Smith’s likely attendance is easy and efficient, regardless of 
Senator Smith’s policy positions (for a related but distinct 
concept called stereotype validity, see Madon, Guyll, Hilbert, 
Kyriakatos, & Vogel, 2006).

The P3 model’s identification of some individuating infor-
mation as “narrowly relevant” is consistent with perspectives 
that attempt to more finely identify exactly how and when 
different types of individuating information are used (e.g., 
Hilton & Fein, 1989; Krueger & Rothbart, 1988). Thus, the 
P3 model builds on prior research by: (a) pointing out that 
subjective diagnosticity also matters with respect to stereo-
types and (b) distinguishing narrowly relevant information 
from other types of vaguely or generally “diagnostic” informa-
tion. For example, all sorts of information about Senator Smith 
might be diagnostic to some degree of her support for stem 
cell research (e.g., gender, ideology, home state). This type of 

information, however, may not be closely related to the topic 
of stem cell research. In contrast, the issue of abortion rights 
is closely related to stem cell research. By introducing the 
psychological phenomenon of narrow relevance, the P3 model 
advances theory by doing something existing theories do not—
providing a basis for determining, a priori, what type of indi-
viduating information is likely to be perceived as so diagnostic 
as to dramatically reduce or eliminate stereotyping.

When perceivers lack narrowly relevant information and the 
judgment involves ideology. According to the P3 model, if perceiv-
ers have narrowly relevant information (whether stereotype or 
individuating), they use it. But how do perceivers arrive at politi-
cal person perception judgments when they lack such informa-
tion? What happens if perceivers know that Senator Smith 
opposes the war in Iraq, and they want to predict her position 
on abortion rights without any direct or narrowly relevant infor-
mation on her position on abortion rights? How do they use the 
available information to reach a judgment about Smith’s likely 
position? One might assume, as do many prior models of ste-
reotyping and individuating information (e.g., Fiske & Neuberg, 
1990; Locksley et al., 1980), that in such situations, people will 
rely primarily on stereotypes, or party membership, in the case 
of political person perception. The P3 model, however, diverges 
from prior perspectives and predicts a range of alternative 
responses that depend on perceivers’ evaluations of the meaning 
and diagnosticity of the available information.

Positions on many political issues fall along an ideological 
continuum. Currently in the United States, pro-choice is a liberal 
position, and pro-life is a conservative position. Similarly, sup-
port for aggressive military action typically breaks down on a 
left–right political dimension. For issues such as these on which 
there is an ideological divide, according to the P3 model, per-
ceivers must account for other information when arriving at a 
political judgment (Figure 1, Decision 2 = Yes). Specifically, 
they must decide whether the totality of the individuating infor-
mation allows for the inference of a political ideology. If the 
totality of the individuating information does not allow for the 
inference of an ideology (Decision 3 = No), perceivers should 
largely rely on the stereotype (party membership) to inform 
their judgment. For example, if perceivers know that Senator 
Smith supports abortion rights but opposes same-sex marriage 
(ideologically conflicting positions that do not imply a coherent 
ideology), and they must make a judgment about Smith’s posi-
tion on affirmative action (a clearly ideological issue), perceiv-
ers should use Senator Smith’s party membership to make that 
judgment. This predicted outcome is consistent with theoretical 
perspectives highlighting the role of stereotype information in 
person perception (e.g., Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990).

Sometimes, however, the individuating information might 
convey an ideology. For example, perhaps a political target is 
pro-life and pro-war (conservative ideology) or pro-gay mar-
riage and pro-affirmative action (liberal ideology). If the per-
ceiver determines that a coherent ideology can be inferred from 
the individuating information (Figure 1, Decision 3 = Yes), the 
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P3 model predicts that perceivers will rely on both stereotype 
(party membership) and individuating (issue position) informa-
tion. Even though neither position is narrowly relevant to the 
judgment, both provide useful information for arriving at the 
judgment.

Consider a situation in which perceivers know that Senator 
Smith supports gun control laws and global warming reduction 
initiatives, and they wish to infer Smith’s position on abortion. 
The available individuating information is not narrowly rel-
evant to abortion, but it does suggest a coherent, politically 
liberal ideology. The model predicts, therefore, that perceivers 
would judge Senator Smith as holding a more liberal position 
on abortion than another politician who opposes gun control 
laws and global warming reduction initiatives, all else being 
equal. Because of the lack of narrowly relevant information, 
however, the P3 model also predicts that the perceivers would 
be further influenced by a party stereotype. Thus, regardless 
of her positions on gun control and global warming, Senator 
Smith will be perceived as more conservative on abortion if 
she is a Republican than if she is a Democrat, all else being 
equal. Although this prediction does not necessarily conflict 
with those of prior theories, and might even be explainable 
post hoc by some, we are not aware of any theory that specifi-
cally predicts any condition under which people rely on both 
stereotypes and individuating information.

When perceivers lack narrowly relevant information and the 
judgment does not involve ideology. When the available informa-
tion is not narrowly relevant to the judgment, the perceiver 
must decide whether there is a clear ideological divide on the 
issue being assessed (Figure 1, Decision 2). If perceivers see 
no clear ideological divide, this will result in random guessing 
(Figure 1, Decision 2 = No). For example, if perceivers must 
determine whether Senator Smith supports upgrading traffic 
control technology (an issue for which there is little ideological 
divide), and no narrowly relevant information is available, the 
P3 model predicts that they will simply guess Senator Smith’s 
position on this issue.

Overview of the Present Studies
By building on and synthesizing prior research and theory on 
stereotype use in the context of political person perception, 
the P3 model generates some predictions that are consistent 
with prior theories and others that cannot be readily generated 
by any existing theory. Consistent with the parallel-constraint-
satisfaction model (Kunda & Thagard, 1996), but in contrast 
to dual-process models (Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 
1990), the P3 model gives no particular priority to stereotypes. 
Instead, it proposes that people give priority to whatever infor-
mation they perceive to be narrowly relevant to a judgment. 
Study 1 tested the predictions that people consider some types 
of individuating information more narrowly relevant than 
certain stereotypes for some judgments and that they consider 
some stereotypes more narrowly relevant than certain types 
of individuating information for other judgments.

The P3 model generates a number of nuanced predictions—
about when people rely exclusively on individuating informa-
tion versus when they rely on both stereotypes and individuating 
information—that go beyond merely claiming that people rely 
on the most subjectively diagnostic information. Although 
some individual predictions might be generated by some prior 
theory, no extant theory generates the full set of predictions 
regarding the use of stereotype and/or individuating informa-
tion as captured by the P3 model (Figure 1). Some of these 
major predictions of the P3 model are tested in Study 2. Study 
3 then both replicates and extends those findings.

Study 1
The P3 model assumes that: (a) perceivers generally prefer 
information that is narrowly relevant, (b) narrowly relevant 
individuating information is usually preferred to stereotypes, 
but (c) stereotypes can also be narrowly relevant to certain 
types of judgments. Study 1 tested these key assumptions under-
lying the first step of the P3 model (Figure 1, Decision 1 = Yes).

Method
Participants. Participants were recruited from New York 

Penn Station (N = 73) and the psychology subject pool at 
Rutgers University (N = 15). Penn Station participants volun-
teered without compensation. Students participated in 
exchange for course credit. Of 88 participants, 53% were 
female. The average age was 32.

Materials and procedures. Participants were asked to select 
which of two pieces of information they would find the most 
helpful in making judgments about a hypothetical politician. 
For example, participants read, “Suppose that you are asked 
to predict a politician’s position on whether or not to launch 
a military attack on Iran. Which would be the most helpful in 
predicting the politician’s position?” Participants selected 
from two options: party membership (“knowing whether the 
politician is a Democrat or Republican”) or narrowly relevant 
issue position information (“knowing whether the politician 
supported going to war with Iraq”).

In addition to the judgment regarding attacking Iran, par-
ticipants were asked to choose between party information and 
narrowly relevant issue position information in predicting a 
politician’s positions on stem cell research, same-sex adoption, 
and execution of mentally handicapped individuals convicted 
of murder, with narrowly relevant information as positions on 
abortion, same-sex marriage, and the death penalty, respec-
tively. In a fifth judgment, participants were asked what infor-
mation was most helpful in predicting a politician’s attendance 
at the DNC, and they chose between non-narrowly relevant 
individuating information (position on abortion) and narrowly 
relevant stereotype information (party membership). Order of 
item choice (i.e., party or issue position) was counterbalanced. 
Also assessed were demographic information (age, gender), 
party membership, ideological self-placement (1 = extremely 
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liberal, 7 = extremely conservative), and political sophistica-
tion (participants’ knowledge of whether liberals and conser-
vatives support or oppose a number of policy positions).

Results and Discussion
Preliminary analysis. Chi square tests of independence indi-

cated that the order of response choice did not affect perceivers’ 
judgments, all ps > .30. Additional analyses examined whether 
perceivers’ party membership, ideological self-placement, or 
political sophistication influenced their judgments. Across all 
three studies reported in this article, significant main effects 
and/or interactions involving perceiver party membership, 
ideological self-placement, or political sophistication occurred 
in less than 6% of all possible analyses. Because 5% would be 
expected by chance, these factors are not discussed further.

Primary analyses. A series of chi square goodness-of-fit tests 
was performed on the first four judgments to assess whether 
participants preferred narrowly relevant issue position (indi-
viduating) information over non-narrowly relevant party mem-
bership (stereotype) information when making judgments 
about a politician’s policy positions. The frequencies for these 
judgments are presented in the first four rows of Table 1.

As predicted by the P3 model, participants preferred to 
know narrowly relevant individuating information over the 
target’s party membership in every case. When judging the 
target’s position regarding stem cell research, participants 
preferred to know the target’s position on abortion; when judg-
ing the target’s position regarding a military attack on Iran, 
participants preferred to know the target’s position on the Iraq 
war; when judging the target’s position regarding whether 
same-sex couples can adopt children, participants preferred 
to know the target’s position on same-sex marriage; and when 
judging the target’s position regarding whether mentally handi-
capped individuals should be eligible to receive the death 
penalty, participants preferred to know the target’s position on 
the death penalty (all χ2s > 27.60, all ps < .001, all φs > .56).

The next analysis tested the P3 model’s prediction that 
perceivers prefer narrowly relevant party membership 

(stereotype) information over individuating issue position 
information not narrowly relevant to the judgment. Consistent 
with this hypothesis, when asked to predict whether a politi-
cian would attend the DNC, perceivers preferred to know the 
politician’s party membership rather than her or his position 
on abortion, χ2(1, n = 88) = 35.64, p < .001, φ = .64.

These results supported the prediction in the first step of 
the P3 model that people prefer narrowly relevant information 
over non-narrowly relevant information, whether it is indi-
viduating or stereotype information. In contrast to approaches 
that give priority to stereotypes (e.g., Fiske & Neuberg, 1990) 
or individuating information (e.g., Locksley et al., 1980), this 
evidence suggests that what matters is the narrow relevance 
of the information. Furthermore, these results suggest that all 
forms of diagnosticity are not equal. To some degree, party 
membership is undoubtedly diagnostic of position on stem 
cell research, military aggressiveness, and so on. As predicted 
by the P3 model, however, party membership was rarely pre-
ferred when narrowly relevant individuating issue position 
information was available.

This result may initially appear to disconfirm predictions 
generated by stereotype-as-default theories (Fiske & Neuberg, 
1990) and “cognitive miser” theories (Macrae & Bodenhausen, 
2001). Both types of theories are interpretable as suggesting 
that people generally default to making social judgments on the 
basis of stereotypes. Nonetheless, neither type of theory has 
ever generated either specific predictions or empirical research 
regarding the type of information people prefer. Thus, the 
present findings do not necessarily disconfirm predictions gen-
erated by these theories. Nonetheless, the P3 model is the first 
to generate clear predictions regarding what type of information 
people prefer, and those predictions were strongly confirmed.

Study 2
Study 2 tested the P3 model’s predictions regarding conditions 
under which individuating information will be used at the 
expense of party stereotype information and regarding other 
conditions under which people will rely on both individuating 
and stereotype information.

Hypothesis 1. The P3 model predicts that when the available 
individuating information is narrowly relevant to a judgment 
and stereotype information is not (Figure 1, Decision 1 = Yes), 
perceivers will rely heavily on the individuating information 
to make judgments about the target’s issue positions. Although 
emphasis on narrowly relevant individuating information is 
unique to the P3 model, this prediction is more consistent with 
perspectives emphasizing the importance of individuating 
information diagnosticity (e.g., Kunda & Thagard, 1996) than 
with those emphasizing stereotypes as a powerful default that 
can only be overcome through strong motivations to individu-
ate (e.g., Fiske & Neuberg, 1990).

Hypothesis 2. What happens, however, when the individuat-
ing information is not narrowly relevant to the judgment? 
According to the P3 model, perceivers will rely on both the 

Table 1. Study 1: Raw Frequencies of Chi Square Analysis

Judgment issue

Issue 
position 

(N)

Party 
membership 

(N) φ

Stem cell research 68 19 0.56
Attacking Iran 72 16 0.63
Same-sex adoption 73 15 0.66
Executing mentally 
handicapped 76 12 0.73

DNC attendance 16 72 0.64

Note: For the first four judgments, issue position was narrowly relevant to 
the judgment. For the fifth judgment, party membership was narrowly 
relevant to the judgment. N = raw frequency; φ = effect size; DNC = 
Democratic National Convention. All effects are significant at p < .001.
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stereotype (party membership) and the individuating informa-
tion (issue positions) as long as there is an ideological divide 
on the issue being judged (Figure 1, Decision 2 = Yes) and 
the totality of the available individuating information implies 
an ideology (Decision 3 = Yes).

Study overview. To test these predictions, Study 2 varied the 
target’s party membership and individuating information 
orthogonally in a 2 (issue position: liberal, conservative) × 2 
(party: Democrat, Republican) between-subjects design. Each 
political target was described with two issue positions that 
were ideologically consistent; that is, their positions were 
either both liberal (pro-choice and anti–Iraq war) or both con-
servative (pro-life and pro–Iraq war). Participants predicted 
the target’s positions on eight policy issues: stem cell research, 
parental notification laws regarding abortion, military spending, 
military action against nations that threaten the United States, 
same-sex marriage, welfare assistance, humanitarian aid, and 
global warming initiatives.

The target’s stated position on abortion rights is narrowly 
relevant to two of those issues (stem cell research and parental 
notification). The target’s stated position on the Iraq war is 
narrowly relevant to two other issues (military spending and 
military action). Therefore, for these four issues, the P3 model 
predicts a main effect of issue position (individuating) infor-
mation but not of party (stereotype) information. The target’s 
positions on abortion rights and the Iraq war were not narrowly 
relevant to welfare assistance, same-sex marriage, humanitarian 
aid, or global warming initiatives. Nonetheless, because there 
is an ideological divide on all four—liberals tend to be more 
supportive of them than conservatives—the P3 model predicts 
main effects of target party and issue position information.

Method
Participants. One hundred thirty-six Rutgers University 

students (51% female; 46% White; mean age = 19 years) 
participated for course credit. Participants were drawn from 
the participant pool (N = 61) and a psychology lecture class 
(N = 75).

Materials and procedures. Participants read a biographical 
vignette written by “Politician A,” supposedly a U.S. senator. 
In a 2 × 2 between-subjects design, Politician A was labeled 
as a Democrat or Republican and described with issue position 
information indicating that he either supported abortion rights 
and opposed the Iraq war (liberal positions) or opposed abor-
tion rights and supported the Iraq war (conservative positions). 
Crossing the label with ideology created four targets hence 
referred to as the liberal Democrat (LD), liberal Republican 
(LR), conservative Democrat (CD), and conservative Repub-
lican (CR). The vignette concluded with Politician A restating 
his party affiliation a second time. After reading the vignette, 
participants predicted Politician A’s support for each of the 
eight policy issues on 7-point Likert-type scales (1 = he would 
strongly disagree, 7 = he would strongly agree). 

All variables were rescored so that higher values indicated 
a more conservative position on the issue. Participants were 
also asked to judge how liberal (1 = he is not at all liberal, 
7 = he is very liberal) and how conservative (1 = he is not at 
all conservative, 7 = he is very conservative) they perceived 
the target to be. Participants then reported demographic 
information (age, race, gender), party membership, ideological 
self-placement (1 = definitely liberal, 7 = definitely conserva-
tive), and political sophistication. Participants were then 
debriefed and dismissed.

Results and Discussion
Hypothesis 1: Testing the reliance on individuating information. 

If people rely primarily on individuating information when 
it is narrowly relevant to the judgment (as predicted by 
Hypothesis 1), there should be large and significant main 
effects of issue position but not party on the narrowly relevant 
items. To assess initial support for this prediction, a 2 (issue 
position: liberal, conservative) × 2 (party: Democrat, Repub-
lican) MANOVA was performed that included the four nar-
rowly relevant items. As predicted, there was a main effect for 
issue position, F(4, 129) = 54.15, p < .001, but not for party, 
F(4, 129) = 1.80, ns. Although the MANOVA also revealed 
a small and unexpected Issue Position × Party interaction, 
F(4, 129) = 2.86, p < .05, this interaction was not significant 
in any of the four follow-up univariate ANOVAs (all Fs < 3.55, 
all ps > .06) and is not discussed further.

The MANOVA indicated that the predicted pattern of results 
was consistent across our four dependent measures. To provide 
a more detailed test of Hypothesis 1, a series of 2 (issue posi-
tion: liberal, conservative) × 2 (party: Democrat, Republican) 
ANOVAs was performed on these four policy issues. Because 
there were no significant interactions on any of these depen-
dent measures (all ps > .06), we focus exclusively on the main 
effects of these omnibus ANOVAs (reported in Table 2).

The predicted main effect for issue position was confirmed 
for all four narrowly relevant items. The effect sizes (η) of 
the narrowly relevant individuating issue position information 
were large, ranging from .44 to .68 (see Table 2). Thus, the 
conservative targets were perceived as more conservative on 
these issues than the liberal targets. On the issue of stem cell 
research, there was also a small but statistically significant 
unpredicted party main effect; however, this effect was much 
smaller (η = .22) than the effect of narrowly relevant indi-
viduating issue position information (η = .66) on this judgment. 
As predicted, the main effect for party was not significant for 
the other three variables.

We also provided a more direct test of Hypothesis 1 by 
including relevance as a within-subjects variable in a 2 (issue 
position: liberal, conservative) × 2 (party: Democrat, Repub-
lican) × 2 (relevance: narrowly relevant, not narrowly relevant) 
mixed model ANOVA. The relevance variable was created by 
averaging all four narrowly relevant items into a new single 
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variable and averaging all four non-narrowly relevant items 
into a second variable. The P3 model predicts an issue posi-
tion main effect, such that conservative targets are perceived 
as taking more conservative positions than liberal targets, 
and a significant Issue Position × Relevance interaction, indi-
cating that this pattern is more pronounced when issue posi-
tions are narrowly relevant than when they are not narrowly 
relevant.

As predicted, there was a main effect for issue position, 
F(1, 131) = 187.88, p < .001, η = .77, indicating that conserva-
tive targets were perceived as more conservative than liberal 
targets, Ms = 5.34 and 3.35, respectively. This main effect was 
qualified by the expected Issue Position × Relevance interac-
tion, F(1, 131) = 34.16, p < .001, η = .45. This interaction 
occurred because there was a larger difference between the 
conservative and liberal targets when information was nar-
rowly relevant, F(131) = 194.42, p < .001, Ms = 5.87 and 3.43, 
respectively, than when it was not narrowly relevant, F(131) = 
103.24, p < .001, Ms = 4.82 and 3.26, respectively.

There was a main effect for party, F(1, 131) = 8.41, p < .01, 
η = .24, indicating that Republicans were perceived as more 
conservative than Democrats, Ms = 4.56 and 4.13, respectively. 
Because these analyses include both narrowly and non-narrowly 
relevant items, however, they are impossible to interpret in 
terms of the P3 model. There was also a meaningless main effect 
of relevance, F(1, 131) = 65.52, p < .001, η = .58 (which occurred 
because the overall mean for the relevant items was higher than 
that of the nonrelevant items, Ms = 4.63 and 4.02, respectively), 
but no significant Party × Relevance (p = .09), Issue Position × 
Party (p = .73), or three-way (p = .30) interactions.

Hypothesis 2: Testing the reliance on both stereotypes and indi-
viduating information. If people rely on both issue position and 
party when making judgments about the non-narrowly relevant 
items, as proposed by Hypothesis 2, there should be main effects 

of issue position and party on the issues of welfare assistance, 
same-sex marriage, humanitarian aid, and global warming 
initiatives. The P3 model is agnostic regarding whether an 
Issue Position × Party interaction emerges; such an interaction 
would neither confirm nor disconfirm the model’s predic-
tions. As predicted, a 2 (issue position: liberal, conservative) × 2 
(party: Democrat, Republican) MANOVA on these non-
narrowly relevant items indicated main effects of issue position, 
F(4, 128) = 25.30, p < .001, and party, F(4, 128) = 5.56, p < .001, 
with no significant interaction, F(4, 128) = 1.47, ns.

The MANOVA was followed up by a series of 2 (issue 
position: liberal, conservative) × 2 (party: Democrat, Repub-
lican) ANOVAs on these four policy issues. Because there were 
no significant interactions on any of these dependent measures 
(all ps > .10), we focus exclusively on the main effects of 
these univariate ANOVAs (reported in Table 2). As predicted, 
there were main effects of issue position on all four issues, 
with the conservative targets perceived as more conservative 
on these issues than the liberals. Also consistent with predic-
tions, there were main effects of party on all four issues, with 
the Republican targets perceived as more conservative on 
these issues than the Democrats (see Table 2).

Other results. A series of 2 (issue position: liberal, conserva-
tive) × 2 (party: Democrat, Republican) ANOVAs was per-
formed on the perceived liberalism and perceived conservatism 
items. Perceivers judged Democratic targets as more liberal 
than Republican targets and conservative targets as more con-
servative than liberal targets (see Table 3). These results may 
explain why perceivers generally relied more heavily on issue 
position (individuating) information than on party (stereotype) 
information even when they lacked narrowly relevant indi-
viduating information (see Table 2)—because they inferred 
an ideology more on the basis of the individuating information 
than on the basis of party stereotypes.

Table 2. Study 2: Means, F Values, and Effect Sizes for Main Effects From the Omnibus ANOVA Analyses 

 Party (stereotype)
Issue position  

(individuating information)

Democrat Republican Liberal Conservative

Judgment issue M SD M SD F η M SD M SD F η

Parental notification 4.67 2.15 4.76 2.10 0.03 .00 3.81 1.77 5.64 2.05 31.49*** .44
Stem cells 3.06 2.13 3.79 1.95 6.71* .22 2.10 1.38 4.81 1.73 103.94*** .66
Military action 4.68 2.00 5.03 1.93 1.46 .10 3.56 1.72 6.19 1.13 113.49*** .68
Military spending 4.45 1.75 4.58 2.03 0.16 .03 3.26 1.60 5.82 1.15 112.40*** .68
Welfare 1.55 1.51 2.67 1.92 16.46*** .33 1.48 1.43 2.79 1.93 21.83*** .38
Same-sex 3.12 1.93 3.70 1.64 5.02* .19 2.36 1.40 4.52 1.50 76.33*** .61
Global warming 2.62 1.21 3.10 1.24 5.84* .20 2.41 1.05 3.34 1.26 22.48*** .38
Humanitarian aid 2.17 1.38 2.64 1.43 3.94* .17 2.15 1.26 2.69 1.53 4.91* .19

Note: For the first four issue judgments, the individuating information was narrowly relevant; for the last four issue judgments, the individuating information 
was not narrowly relevant to the judgment. Higher means indicate greater perceived conservatism on that issue. Because no 2 × 2 interactions were 
significant (all ps > .06), they are not reported. F(1, 132) except for same-sex marriage, F(1, 131). Democrat (N = 66), Republican (N = 70), liberal (N = 69), 
conservative (N = 67) for all dependent variables except same-sex marriage (Democrat = 66, Republican = 69, liberal = 69, conservative = 66). η = effect size.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
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Thus, Study 2 provided support for two of the primary 
hypotheses derived from the P3 model. When narrowly relevant 
individuating information was available to perceivers, they 
used that information and eschewed (non-narrowly relevant) 
party stereotype information (Hypothesis 1). When narrowly 
relevant information was not available, but perceivers judged 
an ideological issue and the target’s issue positions implied 
an ideology, both stereotype and individuating information 
was used in political person perception (Hypothesis 2).

Study 3
One limitation of Study 2 was that it included two unusual 
targets. For the purpose of experimental control, issue position 
and party were manipulated orthogonally to one another. In 
the real world, however, these variables are not typically 
orthogonal: Conservative Democrats are relatively rare, and 
liberal Republicans are even rarer. Nonetheless, moderates in 
each party are fairly common. Therefore, Study 3 assessed 
people’s judgments of more ecologically valid targets: a liberal 
Democrat (LD), a moderate Democrat (MD), a moderate 
Republican (MR), and a conservative Republican (CR). The 
issue positions expressed by the LD and CR were ideologically 
consistent (e.g., the liberal was pro-choice and anti-war; and 
the conservative was pro-life and pro-war). The issue positions 
expressed by the MD and MR were ideologically inconsistent 
(i.e., one liberal and one conservative: pro-choice and pro-war).

In addition to retesting the hypotheses examined in Study 2 
under new conditions, Study 3 tested the prediction that when 
the available individuating information is not narrowly rel-
evant to the policy judgment (Figure 1, Decision 1 = No), but 
there is a clear ideological divide on the issue being judged 
(Decision 2 = Yes), and the available individuating informa-
tion does not imply an ideology (Decision 3 = No), perceivers 
will rely on party membership over individuating issue posi-
tion information. The prediction of reliance on stereotypes 
(party membership) in the absence of individuating informa-
tion is not unique to the P3 model. Nonetheless, the P3 model’s 
prediction is more specific than other models (Brewer, 1988; 
Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Kunda & Thagard, 1996; Locksley 

et al., 1980) in that it predicts reliance on stereotypes when 
making a judgment about an issue on which there is an ideo-
logical divide, in the absence of narrowly relevant information. 
Although it might be possible to “fit” this prediction into prior 
models, none explicitly specifies such conditions.

Hypothesis 1. The P3 model predicts that perceivers will 
rely on party stereotypes when judging the MD’s and MR’s 
positions on welfare, same-sex marriage, global warming, and 
international humanitarian aid. For these policy judgments, the 
individuating information is not narrowly relevant (Figure 1, 
Decision 1 = No), and there is an ideological divide on each 
issue (Decision 2 = Yes), but one cannot infer a consistent 
liberal or conservative ideology from the available individuat-
ing information because it is ideologically mixed (Decision 3 
= No). Therefore, perceivers should judge the MD to be more 
liberal than the MR on these four issues despite identical issue 
position (individuating) information. This prediction is con-
sistent with prior work suggesting that “mixed” information 
leads people to rely on stereotypes (e.g., Fiske & Neuberg, 
1990).

Hypothesis 2. Because perceivers have narrowly relevant 
individuating information (issue positions on abortion and the 
Iraq war) regarding the policy judgments of stem cell research, 
parental notification, military action, and military spending 
(Figure 1, Decision 1 = Yes), they should rely heavily on that 
information, and largely ignore party (stereotype) information. 
This means that perceivers should judge the CR as more sup-
portive of parental notification and less supportive of stem 
cell research than the other three targets because he is the only 
target who opposes abortion rights. Likewise, perceivers 
should judge the LD as more opposed to military action and 
military spending than the other three targets because he is 
the only target who opposes the war in Iraq.

Because the MD and MR targets have “mixed” individuating 
information (i.e., some liberal, some conservative), stereotypes 
as default theories (e.g., Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990) 
predict that stereotyping should occur. However, the P3 model 
predicts individuation whenever information is narrowly rel-
evant to the judgment, even when that information is mixed 
with other, stereotype-inconsistent information that is not 

Table 3. Study 2: Perceived Ideology of the Targets

 Democratic target Republican target

Perceived ideology M SD M SD F η

Liberalism 4.21 1.56 3.76 1.80 4.29* .18
Conservatism 3.84 1.62 4.50 1.66 8.86** .25

Liberal target Conservative target

Liberalism 5.16 1.16 2.76 1.24 137.19*** .71
Conservatism 3.09 1.18 5.31 1.29 114.26*** .68

Note: Higher means indicate greater perceived liberalism or conservatism, as noted. All dfs = (1,132). η = effect size.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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narrowly relevant. This prediction is broadly consistent with 
perspectives that emphasize the importance of individuating 
information in person perception (Hilton & Fein, 1989; Krueger 
& Rothbart, 1988; Kunda & Thagard, 1996; Locksley et al., 1980), 
even though none have highlighted the unique importance of 
narrowly relevant information as specified by the P3 model.

Hypothesis 3. The P3 model predicts that perceivers will rely 
on both issue position and party membership when making 
policy judgments about welfare, same-sex marriage, global 
warming, and international humanitarian aid. That is because 
perceivers lack narrowly relevant individuating information 
for these issues (Figure 1, Decision 1 = No), there is an ideo-
logical divide on these issues (Decision 2 = Yes), and the 
totality of the individuating information implies an ideology 
(Decision 3 = Yes). The predicted party (stereotype) effect 
means that perceivers should judge the MR and CR as more 
conservative on these four issues than the MD and LD. The 
predicted individuating information effect means that perceivers 
should judge the pro-life target (the CR) as more conservative 
on these issues than the pro-choice targets (the MR, MD, and 
LD), and the pro-war targets (the CR, MR, and MD) as more 
conservative on these issues than the anti-war target (the LD). 
The combined stereotype and individuating information effects 
on these four variables would be manifested by a very specific 
empirical pattern. Specifically, the P3 model predicts that the 
perceived conservatism for these issues will be as follows: 
CR (conservative party and conservative issue positions) > 
MR (conservative party and moderated issue positions) > MD 
(liberal party and moderated issue positions) > LD (liberal party 
and liberal issue positions). Although one might apply extant 
theories (e.g., Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Kunda & Thagard, 1996) 
to account for these predictions post hoc, and although these 
predictions do not specifically conflict with prior theories, the 
P3 model is unique in that it specifies a priori the conditions 
under which perceivers rely on both stereotypes and individuat-
ing information.

Method

Participants. One hundred ninety-seven Rutgers University 
students participated in exchange for course credit. Fourteen 
failed to remember the target’s party membership on a sub-
sequent measure and were excluded from analysis, leaving 
183 participants (37% female; 53% White; mean age = 20 
years).

Materials and procedures. Participants read one vignette 
about the target. The LD supported abortion rights and opposed 
the Iraq war whereas the CR opposed abortion rights and 
supported the Iraq war. The MD and MR both supported both 
abortion rights and the Iraq war. All other procedures were 
identical to Study 2.

Results and Discussion
This experimental design reflects the real world, which there-
fore involves an intentional “confound” between ideological 
extremity and party membership. Specifically, the two “strong” 
partisans (LD and CR) have diametrically opposed issue posi-
tions, whereas the moderates (MD and MR) have identical 
issue positions. Thus, a tendency to judge the strong partisans 
as differing more strongly than the moderates probably reflects 
the greater difference in the strong partisans’ issue positions—
that is, individuating information. This means that any main 
effects for party and ideological extremity (i.e., strong or mod-
erate) cannot be interpreted in the straightforward manner com-
mon to most 2 × 2 experimental designs. Therefore, we first 
performed a one-way MANOVA comparing the four condi-
tions (i.e., LD, MD, MR, and CR) on all eight dependent mea-
sures. This MANOVA was highly significant, F(24, 512) = 
21.60, p < .001. Furthermore, the follow-up univariate ANOVAs 
were all significant (see Table 4).

The clearest way to understand and interpret the results 
of this study, however, involves focusing on predictions for 

Table 4. Study 3: Cell Means, Standard Deviations, F Values, and Effect Sizes From Omnibus Univariate ANOVAs

LD MD MR CR

Judgment issue M SD M SD M SD M SD F η

Same-sex 3.13 1.09 3.16 1.54 4.53 1.50 5.75 1.54 36.01*** 0.61
Global warming 3.08 1.31 3.32 1.17 4.11 1.05 3.95 1.46 7.01*** 0.32
Humanitarian aid 2.60 1.08 3.09 1.38 3.67 1.17 3.54 1.46 6.71*** 0.32
Welfare 2.30 1.19 2.67 1.51 2.93 1.66 3.52 1.88 4.50** 0.28
Stem cells 3.28 1.26 3.31 1.58 3.89 1.58 6.08 1.49 37.87*** 0.62
Parental notification 3.85 1.71 3.81 1.65 4.09 1.74 5.10 2.16 5.14** 0.28
Military spending 2.89 1.51 5.16 1.07 5.91 0.95 5.94 1.08 69.88*** 0.73
Military action 2.87 1.54 5.84 1.36 6.18 1.05 6.44 1.01 81.27*** 0.76

Note: Higher means indicate greater perceived conservatism on that issue. LD = liberal Democrat; MD = moderate Democrat; MR = moderate 
Republican; CR = conservative Republican. All dfs = (1,179). η = effect size.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.
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particular cell means rather than on predictions regarding main 
effects or interactions. Therefore, the primary hypotheses were 
tested with a series of theoretically derived a priori contrasts, 
which are discussed next.

Hypothesis 1: Testing the Reliance  
on Stereotypes
According to Hypothesis 1, perceivers should judge the MR 
as more conservative on the non-narrowly relevant issues 
(welfare, same-sex marriage, global warming and international 
humanitarian aid) than the MD. The MR and MD were contrast 
coded at +1 and –1, respectively. The means and standard 
deviations for these targets are presented in the first four rows 
of Table 4. A priori pairwise contrasts generally confirmed 
the prediction. Compared to the MD, perceivers judged the 
MR as significantly more conservative on same-sex marriage, 
t(179) = 4.50, p < .001, r = .32, Ms = 4.53 and 3.16, respectively; 
global warming initiatives, t(179) = 2.92, p < .01, r = .21, 
Ms = 4.11 vs. 3.32, respectively; and international humanitar-
ian aid, t(179) = 2.10, p < .05, r = .15, Ms = 2.67 and 2.09, 
respectively. Perceivers judged the MR as more conservative 
on welfare assistance than the MD, Ms = 1.93 and 1.67, respec-
tively; however, this difference was not significant, p = .44.

Hypothesis 2: Testing the Reliance  
on Individuating Information
According to Hypothesis 2, when individuating information 
is narrowly relevant to a judgment, perceivers will rely heavily 
on this information (Figure 1, Decision 1 = Yes). The next set 
of a priori contrasts tested this prediction.

Abortion-related issues. Perceivers predicted the target’s posi-
tion on two issues that were narrowly relevant to abortion: 
stem cell research and parental notification. The CR adopted 
a pro-life position, whereas the other targets adopted a pro-
choice position. The P3 model therefore predicts that perceiv-
ers should judge the CR as more conservative on these two 
issues (i.e., less supportive of stem cell research and more 
supportive of parental notification) than the other three targets, 
who should not differ from each other. This prediction was 
tested with two a priori contrasts, one for stem cell research 
and one for parental notification (see Table 5). The CR was 
coded as 3, and all other targets as –1.

The results strongly supported the hypothesis that perceiv-
ers judge political targets on the basis of narrowly relevant 
individuating information. These contrasts were significant 
for stem cell research, t(179) = 10.42, p < .001, and parental 
notification, t(179) = 3.85, p < .001. The contrast coefficients 
correlated nearly perfectly with the cell means for both vari-
ables (both rs = .98). Furthermore, an analysis of the residual 
between-groups variance (after accounting for the variance 
explained by this contrast) was not significant for either 
variable (Fs < 2.51, ns). Overall, nearly all of the systematic 

between-groups variance was accounted for by the theoreti-
cally derived a priori contrasts.

Military-related issues. Perceivers predicted the target’s posi-
tion on two military issues for which they had narrowly rel-
evant individuating information. The LD adopted an anti-war 
position whereas the other targets adopted a pro-war position. 
Therefore, the P3 model predicts that perceivers should judge 
the LD as more liberal on these two issues (i.e., less supportive 
of military spending and military action) than the other three 
targets, who should not differ from each other. This prediction 
was tested with two a priori contrasts, one for military spend-
ing and one for military action (see Table 5). The LD was 
coded as 3, and all other targets as –1.

The results provided strong support for Hypothesis 2. The 
contrasts were significant for both military spending and mili-
tary action, ts(179) = 15.39 and 13.97, respectively, ps < .001. 
The contrast coefficients correlated almost perfectly with the 
cell means (rs = .97 and 99, respectively). Although there was 
statistically significant residual between-groups variance for 
both military spending and military action, Fs(1, 179) > 3.42, 
ps < .05, rs > .14, the a priori contrast accounted for nearly all 
of the systematic variance in judgments on these two military-
related issues (see Table 5).

Hypothesis 3: Testing the Reliance on Both 
Stereotypes and Individuating Information
The P3 model predicts that perceivers rely on both issue posi-
tion and party membership when they do not have narrowly 
relevant individuating information (Figure 1, Decision 1 = No), 
there is an ideological divide on the issue positions (Deci-
sion 2 = Yes), and the totality of the individuating information 
implies an ideology (Decision 3 = Yes). Because issue position 
and party membership are predicted to influence such judgments, 

Table 5. Study 3: Summary of Results for A Priori Contrasts

Judgment issue Contrast r

Systematic 
variance 
explained

Residual 
systematic 
variance

Narrowly relevant individuating information provided
Stem cells .61*** 96%*** 4%
Parental notification .27*** 96%*** 4%
Military spending .72*** 93%*** 7%**
Military action .75*** 97%*** 3%*

Narrowly relevant individuating information not provided
Welfare .27*** 97% 3%
Same-sex .59*** 91% 9%*
Global warming .29*** 81% 19%
Humanitarian aid .29*** 83% 17%

Note: Systematic variance refers to variance explained by the 
manipulations (not total variance). Residual systematic variance refers to 
systematic variance left over, after removing the variance explained by the 
contrast. N = 183. r = effect size of the contrast.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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they should follow an approximately linear pattern, whereby 
the conservatism of the politicians on the issue would be per-
ceived as CR > MR > MD > LD. This prediction applies to 
four policy judgments: welfare, same-sex marriage, global 
warming, and humanitarian aid.

Coefficients of 3, 1, –1, and –3 for CR, MR, MD, and LD, 
respectively, were used to test the model’s predictions regarding 
these four policy judgments. All contrasts were highly signifi-
cant, ts > 4.09, ps < .001, rs > .27 (see Table 5). The contrast 
coefficients correlated nearly perfectly with the cell means, 
rs > .89. The residual between-groups variance (after account-
ing for the a priori contrast) was not significant, Fs < 1.94, ns, 
except for same-sex marriage, F(1, 179) = 4.75, p < .01. In all 
cases, however, the a priori contrast accounted for nearly all 
of the systematic variance in judgments. Overall, therefore, 
these results supported the P3 model’s prediction that perceivers 
would rely on both party (stereotype) and issue position (indi-
viduating) information for these judgments.

General Discussion
This research tested and generally confirmed predictions 
derived from the P3 model, a theoretical model that identifies 
conditions under which perceivers will rely on issue position 
(individuating) information, party membership (stereotypes), 
or both when judging political targets. The P3 model predicts 
that perceivers will rely on narrowly relevant information 
when it is available, and the results converged on the conclusion 
that perceivers strongly preferred and were more likely to use 
narrowly relevant information to make their judgments regard-
less of whether that information was a stereotype (Study 1) or 
individuating information (all three studies).

Furthermore, the results of the present studies were unique 
in showing that all forms of “diagnosticity” are not equal. 
Party membership, political ideology, and known policy posi-
tions can all be considered “diagnostic” of particular unknown 
policy positions to varying degrees. To completely eliminate 
stereotyping, however, the available individuating information 
needed to be narrowly relevant—closely related in topic to 
the issue being judged. This reliance on available narrowly 
relevant individuating information was robust across all three 
studies. Although some prior research has identified conditions 
under which individuating information eliminates stereotyping 
(e.g., Hilton & Fein, 1989, “pseudo-relevant” individuating 
information; Krueger & Rothbart, 1988, individuating infor-
mation that permits an attribution to a personal trait), this is 
the first to demonstrate the importance of narrow relevance.

Of course, the P3 model also predicts that stereotypes will 
be given primacy over individuating information in other con-
texts, such as when (a) individuating information is not narrowly 
relevant to the judgment, (b) there is an ideological divide on 
the issue to be judged, and (c) the totality of the individuating 
information does not imply a coherent ideology. This prediction 
received support on three of four dependent measures (Study 3) 

and is consistent with established theories of person perception 
that indicate that in the absence of useful individuating infor-
mation, or in the presence of mixed individuating information, 
stereotypes influence impression formation (Brewer, 1988; 
Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Jones, 1986; Kunda & Thagard, 1996).

Finally, the P3 model stipulates that when (a) individuating 
information is not narrowly relevant to the judgment, (b) there 
is an ideological divide on the issue to be judged, and (c) the 
totality of the individuating information implies a coherent 
ideology, perceivers will use both stereotypes and individuat-
ing information to make a political judgment. This prediction 
was tested in Studies 2 and 3 and received strong support. 
Although explanations for this finding may be derived post 
hoc from extant perspectives, the P3 model is the first to offer 
an a priori basis for predicting when people will rely on both 
stereotypes and individuating information.

Theoretical Implications
Several P3 model assumptions draw heavily from, and are 
highly compatible with, prior theoretical and empirical work 
on stereotypes (Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Kunda 
& Thagard, 1996; Locksley et al., 1980; Macrae & Bodenhau-
sen, 2001). First, people undoubtedly sometimes rely primar-
ily on stereotypes and other times on individuating information. 
Second, absent narrowly relevant individuating information, 
and in the face of mixed individuating information (Study 3), 
people rely on stereotypes.

The P3 model also provides several unique contributions 
to understanding the role of political stereotypes in person 
perception and generates predictions not readily derivable from 
existing theoretical perspectives. It integrates well-established 
findings in the general stereotyping literature into a single 
explanatory framework applicable to political judgments and 
extends existing theories of the role of stereotypes and indi-
viduating information in person perception with an explicit 
analysis of the decisions people make to reach judgments about 
the unknown positions of political targets.

It is easy to identify post hoc what information people con-
sider to be highly diagnostic. However, how can one identify, 
a priori, what information is likely to be seen as so diagnostic 
that it will eliminate stereotyping? This is where the identifica-
tion of the psychological phenomenon of “narrow relevance” 
constitutes a significant contribution of this research. In the 
political person perception domain, narrow relevance refers 
to issue positions on the same general topic (e.g., abortion-
related issues are narrowly relevant to one another; policies 
related to the use of the military are narrowly relevant to one 
another). The results of our research consistently confirmed 
the P3 model’s prediction that when people have such narrowly 
relevant individuating information, it has powerful effects on 
political person perception and usually eliminates stereotyping. 
As predicted, its effects were consistently more powerful than 
other types of “diagnostic” information, such as information 
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that simply implies a political ideology but is not narrowly 
relevant to the particular political judgment.

Although these tests of the P3 model examined only politi-
cal person perception, it may be possible to extend the model 
to other domains of person perception. For example, consider 
the context of racism and employment selection decisions. 
Suppose an employer at a human resources (HR) firm must 
evaluate the resume of an African American applicant. If infor-
mation narrowly relevant to the judgment is available (i.e., he 
has 5 years of prior HR experience), race should be irrelevant 
to the evaluation (Figure 1, Decision 1: Yes). If the applicant’s 
experience is not narrowly relevant to HR but is relevant to 
employment considerations in general (approximating Deci-
sion 2: Yes), the employer has an additional decision to make. 
If his work experience suggests competence in an employment 
context similar to HR (i.e., administrative work), the employer 
may allow both this work experience and perhaps racial ste-
reotypes to influence the selection decision (Decision 3: Yes). 
If, however, his work experience does not suggest competence 
in this domain (i.e., waitperson), the employer may be more 
likely to use racial stereotypes to inform the selection decision 
(Decision 3: No). Such outcomes would be consistent with 
Dovidio and Gaertner’s (2000) findings that Whites do not 
discriminate against Black applicants when qualifications are 
strong and clear but do discriminate in ambiguous decision-
making contexts. It should be clear, of course, that any appli-
cability of the model to other domains is descriptive rather 
than normative (as it is for political person perception) in that 
it predicts how people’s decisions inform person perception, 
not what decisions should inform person perception.

Despite perspectives emphasizing the relative strength of 
stereotype information compared to individuating information 
in impression formation (Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 
1990), these studies found much stronger effects for individuat-
ing (issue position) information than stereotype (party) infor-
mation. These results are consistent with both meta-analytic 
and quantitative reviews indicating that effects of individuating 
information are often stronger influences on person perception 
than are stereotypes (e.g., Jussim, Cain, Crawford, Harber, & 
Cohen, 2009; Kunda & Thagard, 1996). Future research could 
explore the application of the P3 model to other domains to 
determine whether the patterns we found in political person 
perception also occur in other types of person perception.

Limitations and Future Directions
Political sophistication. Except for the adult sample used in 

Study 1, these studies were conducted with college-age stu-
dents, who tend to be less politically experienced and less 
politically knowledgeable than older adults (Strate, Parrish, 
Elder, & Ford, 1989). Lack of political experience or knowl-
edge, however, would have made it more difficult to confirm 
the P3 model’s predictions. Politically ignorant perceivers 

would have no basis for stereotyping and would not be able 
to infer an ideology from positions. They would most likely 
respond more or less randomly. Our results provided clear and 
consistent evidence of nonrandom responding, so lack of 
knowledge does not seem a plausible candidate for explaining 
the support for the P3 model provided by our results.

Measures. The political information addressed in the present 
study (party membership and issue positions) are just two of 
many that may be used by voters. Other information may 
influence political person perception, such as appearance, 
attractiveness, likability, similarity, and character (see Ottati, 
Wyer, Deiger, & Houston, 2002, for a review). The P3 model, 
as elaborated here, does not address how people use these 
considerations in making political inferences, nor does it deny 
their potential importance.

Manipulations. Perceivers made predictions regarding only 
one politician and did not make comparisons between targets. 
The role of party information may sometimes be more powerful 
when targets are compared than when one target is evaluated 
(Riggle, Ottati, Wyer, Kuklinski, & Schwarz, 1992). Future 
research should address the role of stereotypes and individuating 
information when perceivers make comparative judgments.

Cognitive processing. Study 1 showed that people consciously 
prefer narrowly relevant information (whether stereotypic or 
individuating), and Studies 2 and 3 showed that people rely 
on stereotypes in the absence of narrowly relevant individuat-
ing information (exclusively if the individuating information 
does not clearly imply an ideology; in conjunction with indi-
viduating information if that individuating information does 
imply an ideology). Studies 2 and 3 also showed that, when 
available, people rely on narrowly relevant individuating infor-
mation, largely to the exclusion of (non-narrowly relevant) 
stereotypes. The totality of this evidence provides support 
for the decision-making processes suggested by the P3 model 
in the sense that the judgment outcomes largely conformed to 
the patterns predicted. However, the evidence presented in this 
article does not unequivocally demonstrate that perceivers 
made their decisions in the precise order in which they appear 
in the P3 model.

Nonetheless, to the extent that the P3 model captures the 
types of decisions that people make—whether in this specific 
order or not—it will be a useful theoretical model for predict-
ing and understanding how people make political person 
perception judgments. For example, contrary to the order 
presented in the P3 model, perhaps people first ask themselves, 
“Does this information imply an ideology?” and then second, 
regardless of the answer to that question, ask themselves, “Do 
I have narrowly relevant information?” If the answer to the 
latter question is yes, and people then rely on that narrowly 
relevant information over other types of information, the P3 
model’s predictions stand intact, regardless of the precise 
sequence of decisions. Likewise, if the answer to the latter 
question is no, and people then refer back to whether the 
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available individuating information implies an ideology, the 
P3 model’s predictions still stand intact (although it should 
be noted that Occam’s razor suggests that the complexity of 
this sequence of going down the decision tree and then dou-
bling back is less likely to be warranted than is the linear 
decision process described in Figure 1). Indeed, there could 
be individual differences in how perceivers navigate this 
sequencing that nonetheless produce the same final result as 
predicted by the P3 model. Future research should explore 
these issues.

Manipulating diagnosticity. Each of the studies reported in 
this article manipulated the diagnosticity of the individuating 
information provided to perceivers, ranging from moderately 
diagnostic to narrowly relevant to the judgment. Study 1 also 
demonstrated that narrowly relevant stereotype information 
is strongly preferred to non-narrowly relevant individuating 
information. Nonetheless, a limitation to our research is that 
we did not manipulate the diagnosticity of stereotype informa-
tion. Future studies should directly assess the effects of varying 
levels of stereotype information diagnosticity on political and 
social judgments.

Conclusion
The P3 model provides a framework for understanding how 
people use stereotypes and individuating information when 
predicting the issue positions of political targets. It builds on 
prior theories of stereotype use and extends these theories in 
important ways. First, instead of pitting stereotypes and indi-
viduating information against each other, as many prior theories 
do, the P3 model predicts, and these studies demonstrated, 
that perceivers may use both sources of information when 
making political judgments. Most importantly, the psychologi-
cal phenomenon of “narrow relevance” suggests that not all 
forms of individuating information are equal and that not all 
forms of diagnosticity are equal. When people have narrowly 
relevant information, whether a stereotype or individuating, 
they rely on it heavily. It does seem, however, that, in general, 
individuating information is more likely to be narrowly relevant 
than are stereotypes (although see Study 1 for an exception). 
The P3 model captures the importance of narrowly relevant 
information in reaching such judgments, and these studies 
provide clear evidence that when such narrowly relevant indi-
viduating information is available, people will largely ignore 
(non-narrowly relevant) stereotype information.
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