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 A little over 20 years ago, an ecological approach to social perception was proposed to draw attention to issues overlooked in contemporary social cognition research (McArthur & Baron, 1983). These included the function of person perception to serve adaptive action, the qualities of people’s faces, bodies, and voices that inform person perception, and the role of an active perceiver in extracting that information. Although evidence had documented the impact of physical qualities on a variety of social judgments, little was known about the origins of these perceptions or how they operate. In keeping with what evolutionary psychologists have dubbed the ‘standard social science model’ view that social perceptions are social constructions, social psychologists have long assumed that the stimulus information linked to person perception  is a cultural by-product and of little interest for understanding basic social cognitive processes.
 Thus, the rare attempts that were undertaken to identify the cues that guided social perceptions were shot-gun in their approach and provided little systematic insight into the particular tangible qualities that elicited particular perceptions and why they did so. To address these questions, the ecological approach drew on Gibsonian models of object perception (e.g., J.J. Gibson, 1966,1979; Shaw, Turvey, & Mace, 1982) that have roots in evolutionary theory. In this chapter, we discuss the tenets of the ecological approach to social perception, their ties to evolutionary psychology, and the ways in which the ecological approach extends beyond evolutionary psychology principles. We then review selected person perception research and outline a research agenda that describes core questions an ecological approach should address to deepen our understanding of person perception. 

Basic Tenets of the Ecological Approach to Person Perception

Four distinguishing tenets that characterize the ecological approach to person perception include the dictum that perceiving is for doing, the emphasis on identifying the stimulus information to which perceivers’ respond, the insight that perceivers detect behavioral affordances in their social environment, and the articulation of factors that influence perceivers’ attunements to these affordances.  Each tenet and its evolutionary underpinnings is described below. 

Perceiving is for doing 


The first tenet follows Gibson’s (1979) dictum that ‘perceiving is for doing.’ It has two significant components. One is that a full understanding of person perception requires theory and research that incorporates a ‘doing’ – i.e. behaving – perceiver.  Evolutionary psychology likewise acknowledges the central importance of an acting perceiver, observing that “organisms that don’t move, don’t have brains…the circuits of the brain are designed to generate motion -- behavior -- in response to information from the environment” (Cosmides and Tooby, 1997, pp. 3-4). 

A second component of the ecological tenet ‘perceiving is for doing’ is that the qualities we perceive in other people often serve an adaptive function either for the survival of the species or for the goal attainment of individuals. As such, it is assumed that person perception is typically accurate. Although evolutionary theory would agree that person perception solves adaptive problems, it differs from ecological theory in its view of adaptive function. Evolutionary psychology focuses primarily on evolutionary adaptation fulfilling the function of inclusive fitness, which is the reproductive success of an individual’s genes or an individual’s genetic relations (e.g., Cosmides & Tooby, 1997). Ecological theory incorporates a broader view of adaptive function. As a result, ecological theory is concerned not only with person perception mechanisms designed by natural selection, but also with those designed by idiosyncratic experiences, thereby allowing perceivers to solve unique problems faced during their individual lifetimes.  

Understanding the stimulus is central 

A second hallmark of the ecological approach is an emphasis on identifying the features of the external stimulus environment that inform perception. In the case of person perception, the external stimulus consists of people’s tangible properties, such as appearance, movement, voice, feel, and scent.   Gibson emphasized the co-evolution of perceptual systems within ecological niches and argued that understanding the nature of the stimulus information to which organisms respond will elucidate how their perceptual systems operate. Indeed, Gibson’s specifications of the kinds of higher order stimulus information that inform adaptive action stimulated research that has identified neurons tuned to such information (cf. Nakayama, 1994). Evolutionary psychologists also make this point.  For example, Cosmides and Tooby (1997) note that the brain is “designed to generate behavior that is appropriate to your environmental circumstances (p. 3)”, and that “which behavior a stimulus gives rise to is a function of the neural circuitry of the organism (p. 4).”  Ecological theory emphasizes the impact of the stimulus environment experienced during a perceivers’ lifetime, the local ecology, as well as the nature of the stimulus environment in our evolutionary past 

In addition to emphasizing the importance of understanding the tangible properties that inform person perception, ecological theory specifies the nature of those stimuli. Gibson (1966, 1979) demonstrated that multi-modal, dynamic changes over space and time are features that provide the most useful information to perceivers in non-social perception, because they reveal objects’ behavioral affordances (see below) as well as higher order invariant properties, such as shape and rigidity, which cannot be discerned from individual, static cues. McArthur and Baron (1983) suggested that the same would be true for person perception. Thus, the dynamic and multi-modal stimulus information that can be gleaned by an active and interactive perceiver should provide the most useful information about peoples’ relatively invariant attributes (e.g., stable dispositions) and their behavioral affordances.  In addition, impoverished stimulus information and a preparedness to respond to adaptively significant configurations of information are hypothesized to make predictable contributions to person perception (McArthur & Baron, 1983; Zebrowitz, 1996; 1997). 

Affordances are the objective  

A third distinguishing feature of the ecological approach is an emphasis on the perception of social affordances.  Affordances are defined by Gibson (1979, p. 127) as what the environment “offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill”.  A more vivid explication of the concept is provided by the quotation from Koffka:  “Each thing says what it is…a fruit says ‘eat me’; water says ‘drink me’; thunder says ‘fear me’; and woman says ‘love me’” (Gibson, 1979, p. 138).  Although Gibson emphasizes the objective reality of affordances, he also emphasizes their emergence from the interaction of the environment and the perceiver. A woman may afford (erotic) loving by an adult but not a child; a heterosexual man, but not a homosexual one; a secular man, but not a priest; her spouse, but not a stranger.

The affordance concept is also found in evolutionary psychology writings, although not named as such.  For instance, Cosmides and Tooby (1997) give the example of different reactions to dung by humans and dung flies.  Whereas humans perceive a pile of dung as disgusting, and act on this perception, thereby avoiding contagion and disease, dung flies perceive it as delicious and also act on their perception, thereby obtaining nourishment and health. In ecological theory terms, the example illustrates the emergent nature of affordances, which depend not only on qualities of the environment but also qualities of the perceiver. 

Cosmides and Tooby’s dung example illustrates how organisms’ neural circuits were designed by natural selection to solve problems faced during a species’ evolutionary history.  Ecological theory has a broader view of the affordances to which neural circuits may be attuned, also making predictions about ‘acquired tastes.’  For example, while cheese is delectable to the French, it is disgusting to many Asians, who view it as spoiled milk. This could be an arbitrary cultural difference, whereby culturally different perceptual experiences attune individuals to different affordances.  It could even be a non-arbitrary social convention, whereby cultures with a high rate of lactose intolerance have inculcated food preferences that foster the attainment of good health among individuals within those cultures. What it cannot be is a domain specific neural circuit designed by natural selection to determine behavioral reactions to cheese. If it were, then Asian-Americans would not suffer the symptoms of lactose intolerance because they would have an inherited aversion to eating dairy products.
   Acquired tastes are also prevalent in the domain of person perception. To take one example, tatoos are beautiful in traditional Maori culture as well as some modern cultures, but reviled by most middle class U.S. parents of adolescents.  These variations could reflect arbitrary cohort differences or they might reflect a non-arbitrary social convention, whereby cultures that need people with certain characteristics develop painful rituals that test their mettle.  What they cannot reflect is a domain specific neural circuit designed by natural selection to determine behavioral reactions to tatoos. If it were, then there would be no generation gap. 

Attunements guide perceptions 

The emergence of affordances from the interplay of perceiver and stimulus attributes is related to the fourth distinguishing tenet of the ecological approach.  The detection of social affordances depends on the perceivers’ attunements -- their sensitivity to particular stimulus information.  Attunements may be innate (e.g., men but not monkeys may be attuned to a woman’s sexual availability).  Attunements also may be educated in a process of perceptual development that varies with perceivers’ behavioral capabilities (men but not boys may be attuned to a woman’s sexual availability), social goals (secular men but not priests may be attuned to a woman’s sexual availability), or perceptual experiences (a lover but not a stranger may be attuned to a woman’s sexual availability). 


The concept of attunement is implicit in evolutionary psychology’s emphasis on species’ differences in responses to the same stimulus.  Humans are attuned to the disease-carrying affordances of dung, whereas flies are attuned to the larvae-nurturing affordances of dung.  Such attunements are presumed to be innate – i.e., genetically determined – although it is acknowledged that ontogenetic events play a critical role in their development and manifestation.  Ecological theory is particularly concerned with those events that can influence the development of attunements, positing an impact of perceptual experiences, social goals, or behaviors that may or may not be universal for a species.  Thus, ecological theory might find it of interest to understand why some individuals perceive dung as a fuel source whereas avant garde artists have perceived it as a paint source. These individual differences in the perceived affordances of dung cannot be understood simply as the product of distal evolutionary processes that created an adaptive mechanism for responding to dung. 

Strong attunements are overgeneralized  

One of the most fruitful derivations from ecological theory is the hypothesis that innate or well-developed attunements to stimulus information can result in overgeneralized and erroneous perceptions. More specifically, a set of overgeneralization hypotheses holds that the psychological qualities that are accurately revealed by the physical information that marks babies, emotion, identity, or low fitness are erroneously perceived in people whose appearance or other physical qualities resembles that of babies, a particular emotion, a particular identity, or a particular level of fitness (cf. Zebrowitz, 1996, 1997; Zebrowitz & Collins, 1997).
   According to ecological theory, the errors yielded by such overgeneralizations occur because they are less maladaptive than those that might result from failing to respond appropriately to persons of a particular age, emotional state, identity, or health status. This postulate is consistent with error management theory posited by evolutionary psychologists (Haselton & Buss, 2000). The overgeneralization hypotheses are also consistent with the evolutionary psychology principle that neural circuits were designed by natural selection to solve problems that our ancestors faced during our species’ evolutionary history. Surely, greater success at replicating one’s genes through successful mating, parenting, and kin-directed activities would have accrued to those who solved the problems of distinguishing infants from adults, anger from happiness, familiar individuals from strangers, and fit individuals from unfit ones.  The overgeneralization hypotheses go beyond these unequivocal person perception adaptations to specify what evolutionary psychology might call a set of person perception by-products (Buss et al., 1998).  Perceptions of people with particular facial qualities are often by-products of the evolved adaptations. 

Person Perception Research Bearing on Ecological Theory Tenets


To demonstrate what is learned about person perception within an ecological theory framework, we review research that has documented the accuracy of person perception based on tangible stimulus information, research that has elucidated the stimulus information that guides perceptions, research that has demonstrated the importance of investigating perceived affordances, and research that has documented the broad origins of perceiver attunements to particular stimulus information.   This literature review is meant to be illustrative, not exhaustive.

Accurate perceptions from tangible stimulus information


Whereas previous approaches to person perception have viewed impressions of others as social constructions and focused on biases, ecological theory has directed attention to accuracy. Consistent with the assumption that perception serves an adaptive function, research has demonstrated remarkable accuracy in people’s impressions  of others when provided with minimal exposure to their tangible qualities, as in photographs, brief videotapes with or without a soundtrack, vocal cues in standardized statements, and movement patterns (cf. Zebrowitz & Collins, 1997).  Such stimulus information enables perceivers to accurately judge a number of traits, including intelligence (e.g., Zebrowitz, Hall, Murphy, & Rhodes, 2002; Zebrowitz & Rhodes, 2004), health (e.g., Kalick, Zebrowitz, Langlois, & Johnson, 1998; Ilg, Golla, Thier, & Giese, 2004), dominance (e.g., Berry, 1991), extraversion (e.g., Borkenau & Liebler, 1992), and sexual availability (e.g.,Gangestad, Simpson, DiGeronimo, & Biek,1992).  Patterns of movement or vocal qualities also enable perceivers to accurately judge people’s demographic characteristics including age (Berry, 1990; Montepare & Zebrowitz-McArthur, 1988; Helfrich, 1979), sex (Berry, 1991; Smith, 1979; Kozlowski & Cutting, 1977),  sexual orientation (Ambady, Hallahan, and Conner, 1999), and identity (Cutting & Kozlowski, 1977). Finally, ‘thin slices’ of behavior shown in videotape segments as short as 10 seconds enable perceives to judge affordances, such as being a good teacher or doctor, and many others (cf. Ambady, Bernieri, & Richeson, 2000).

Identifying the stimulus information

As noted earlier, the focus on constructive cognitive processes in mainstream social psychology research has traditionally ignored the external stimuli that inform person perception. A notable exception has been psychologists interested in nonverbal communication, who have generated considerable knowledge regarding the stimulus information that guides person perception. 
Emotion cues. Grounded in Darwin’s (1872) suggestion that the basic expressions of emotion evolved in humans because their adaptive value for social communication promoted species survival, research on emotion perception was the first well-developed effort to pay serious attention to the stimulus information that informs perceptions.  A prodigious body of research has identified specific facial components that give rise to the perception of several basic emotions, including happiness, sadness, anger, surprise, fear, and disgust (cf. Ekman, 1971; Izard, 1997). Research also has identified information in the voice (cf. Scherer, Banse, & Wallbott, 2001) and body movements (Boone, & Cunningham,1998; Montepare et al., 1987; Wallbott & Scherer, 1986) that communicates emotions.  Research on posture and gesture has identified stimulus information that communicates general feelings of liking or disliking in addition to perceptions of more specific emotions, like joy or anger (e.g., Mehrabian, 1972; Bull, 1987, Rosenthal, Hall, Archer, DiMatteo, & Rogers, 1979).   An ingenious program of research that examined primitive masks from a variety of cultures and the movement patterns of villains vs. heros in ballet has revealed that diagonality and angularity are higher order invariants that communicate anger and threat (Aronoff, Barclay, & Stevenson, 1988; Aronoff, Woike, & Hyman, 1992).  Other emotion perception research has also identified dynamic stimulus information (Bassili, 1979), with some evidence that naturally occurring dynamic information can provide more effective communication of emotions than natural static expressions, as predicted by ecological theory (e.g., Frijda, 1953). Also consistent with the ecological approach, some research has demonstrated that when multi-modal information is consistent, it can yield more effective communication than single channels of stimulus information such as face or voice or body alone (DePaulo & Rosenthal, 1982).


Trait and affordance cues. Although some early work by Secord and others emphasized the contribution of visual stimuli to person perception (e.g., Secord, Dukes, & Bevan, 1954; Secord & Muthard, 1955), it was research on the attractiveness halo effect that entered the social psychology mainstream (cf. Bersheid & Walster, 1974).  This work showed that more attractive individuals are perceived to have more positive psychological qualities, including social skills, intellectual skills, dominance, and, in some cases, honesty. Consistent with the ecological assumption that perception and action are tightly coupled, more attractive individuals also benefit from more positive social outcomes.  (See Eagly et al., 1991; Feingold, 1992; Langlois et al., 2000; Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986; Zebrowitz, 1997 for reviews).

Whereas research on the halo effect established that attractiveness was consensually judged, little attention was initially paid to the question of what makes a person attractive.  Rather, in keeping with the ‘standard social science model’ view that social perceptions are social constructions, it was simply assumed that the stimulus information was culturally determined. However, research subsequently established that judgments of facial attractiveness generalize across diverse cultures (see Dion, 2002 for a review), and cognitive psychologists and evolutionary psychologists took up the question of what makes a person attractive and why (cf. Zebrowitz & Rhodes, 2002). Assuming that certain facial qualities are preferred because they signal high quality mates or are closer to facial prototypes that characterize species, sex, and age, these researchers predicted and found that facial averageness, symmetry, high sexual dimorphism, youthfulness, and a pleasant expression each contribute to attractiveness (cf., Cunningham, Barbee, & Philhower, 2002; Enquist, Ghirlanda, Lundqvist, & Wachtmeister, 2002; Keating, 2002; Rhodes, Harwood, Yoshikawa, Nishitani, & McLean, 2002; Rubenstein, Langlois, & Roggman, 2002; Zebrowitz, Fellous, Mignault, & Andreoletti, 2003). 

In addition to the large body of research on facial attractiveness, other work has established that vocal and body features also vary in attractiveness, with more attractive voices and bodies also producing a halo effect (e.g., Jackson & Ervin, 1992; Ryckman, Robbins, Kaczor, & Gold, 1989; Singh, 1993; Zuckerman & Miyake, 1993; Zuckerman & Driver, 1989).  Articulation, resonance, monotony, and nasality are some of the vocal qualities that contribute to vocal attractiveness, while height, weight, and waist-hip-ratio are body features that make a significant contribution to body attractiveness.


Facial babyishness and facial dominance are opposite poles of a second stimulus dimension that has been shown to influence person perception. Drawing on ethological evidence that ‘key stimuli’ elicit favorable responses to babies of many species (e.g., Lorenz, 1943) and that the response to babyish stimuli may generalize to entities other than babies (e.g., Gould, 1979; Pittenger, Shaw, & Mark, 1979), Zebrowitz and colleagues demonstrated that people with certain facial characteristics are judged as more babyfaced than their peers, with consensual judgments shown across perceiver and target age, race, and sex.  They further established that facial features that differentiate real babies from adults comprise a configuration of facial qualities that make non-babies look babyfaced – rounder and less angular faces, larger eyes, higher eyebrows, smaller nosebridges, and lower vertical placement of features, which creates a higher forehead and a shorter chin.  Babyfaceness, like attractiveness, elicits predictable behaviors from perceivers, consistent with the ecological assumption that perception and action are tightly coupled (for pertinent reviews, see Montepare  & Zebrowitz, 1998, Keating, 2002; Zebrowitz, 1997). 

In addition to the research on babyfaceness, other work has established that age-related vocal and body features also influence person perception.  Higher pitched and softer voices are judged as more childlike and are associated with more childlike psychological qualities (Montepare & Zebrowitz-McArthur, 1987); slow gaits with dragging feet and small arm swings are judged as older and are associated with low power, low warmth, and low sexiness (Montepare & Zebrowitz-McArthur, 1988). Gait features also predict judgments of how easy a person would be to attack (Gunns, Johnston, & Hudson ,2002; Johnston, Hudson, Richardson, & Gunns, 2004).

No theory of person perception would be complete without serious consideration of the nature of the stimulus information that guides perceivers’ impressions of people. Our brief review of the influence of stimulus information on person perception has focused on effects that appear to be universal and to have evolutionary roots. However, as discussed below, stimulus information also may have different effects for different perceivers, whose attunements can vary as a function of their unique perceptual experiences, social goals, or behavioral activities.  Stimuli that may elicit variable perceptions across perceivers include hair color, skin color, speech accents, gestures, glasses, clothing styles, as well as structural and dynamic qualities of face, voice, and body other than those that have been discussed. Although ecological theory acknowledges the significance of more idiosyncratic attunements, it has not yet explored them in a theoretically systematic way. 

The importance of affordances   

Traditional research on person perception has focused on judgments of people’s psychological traits, which are conventionally conceptualized as consistencies in behavior across contexts and time. Considerable research has investigated ‘implicit personality theories,’ identifying the trait dimensions that play a role in person perception (e.g., Bond, 1979; McCrae, & Costa, 1987; Noller, Law, & Comrey, 1987).  Yet, personality traits make up only a little more than 40 percent of Western adults’ open-ended person descriptors, and an even smaller fraction of the person descriptors in Eastern cultures (e.g., Bond & Cheung, 1983; Fiske & Cox, 1979; Miller, 1984; Shweder & Bourne, 1982).  The neglected contents of social perception include concrete interpersonal interactions, such as cooperating, harming, obliging, that may capture what ecological theory calls social affordances, the opportunities for action and interaction that people provide. The accurate detection of such behavioral opportunities has a functional value that is consistent with an evolutionary perspective. 

Consistent with the assumption that perceivers are particularly interested in differentiating people in terms of their behavioral affordances, Bond (1983) found that perceivers showed consensual behavioral intentions toward people who varied on the ‘big five’ personality dimensions, with agreeableness determining association intentions, conscientiousness influencing trust intentions, and emotional stability influencing intimacy intentions.  Mignon and Mollaret (2002) also provided evidence for the centrality of behavioral affordances to person perception. In this study, perceivers were asked to judge brief videotapes of target people speaking to someone off camera. Judgments were made on twelve scales assessing the targets’ behavioral dispositions (e.g., someone who yells at others) or twelve scales assessing the target’s behavioral affordances (e.g., someone you would avoid provoking). Not only were judgments on the affordance scales consensual and reliable, but also targets were differentiated more by the affordance than the behavioral scales. (cf. BeauvoisXE "Beauvois, JL", & DuboisXE "Dubois, N.", 2000 and Leonova, 2004, for reviews of research on personality traits as affordances).   Other evidence that people are construed in terms of their behavioral affordances is provided by studies demonstrating that people with whom one has a similar relationship (i.e., similar types of interactions) tend to be confused with one another more than people who are similar to one another on personal attributes, such as age, race, or personality traits (Fiske & Haslam, 1996).  

Evolutionary theorists have suggested that species differences in perceptions can emerge from the unique combination of organisms and their particular ecological niches.  Caporael’s (1997) recent evolutionary-based model of social cognition suggests that unique aspects of self and social identity emerged from and are sustained by human’s face-to-face interactions in group contexts. Ecological theory further proposes that human individual differences in person perception can emerge from the unique combination of individuals and their particular social environments. Evidence for such emergent effects is provided by research using Kenny’s (1994) Social Relations model to investigate emotion perception accuracy revealed that not only were some perceivers generally more accurate in judging emotions than others and not only were the emotions of some targets more easily read than others, but also some perceiver-target dyads ‘clicked’, yielding higher accuracy than others even when skill of the perceivers and expressers was controlled (Eifenbein, Foo, Boldry, & Tan, 2004). The perceiver-target attributes that account for this effect remain to be determined, but the results are consistent with the ecological theory assumption that affordances emerge from the interaction of unique qualities of the perceiver and environment.  

The origins of perceiver attunements   

Ecological theory and evolutionary psychology both predict attunements that are innate (either present at birth or an inherited preparedness), and there is considerable supporting evidence. Consistent with ecological theory, research also has documented attunements that are educated through a process of perceptual development that depends on unique perceptual experiences, social goals, and behavioral activities.

Innate attunements. Research on infants’ responses to faces illustrates innate attunements. Newborns prefer looking at face-like configurations (e.g., Johnson, Dziurawiec, Ellis, & Morton, 1991), although before 2-months of age that preference may reflect a more general preference for higher stimulus density in the upper hemi-field rather than a preference for faces per se (Turati, 2004).  Infants also prefer particular types of faces early in development.  Specifically, they show preferential looking at faces of babies (Lasky, Klein, & Martinez, 1974; McCall & Kennedy, 1980), as well as babyfaced adults (Kramer, Zebrowitz, San Giovanni, & Sherak, 1995), and they appear to find faces of unfamiliar children less threatening than those of unfamiliar adults, even when other perceptual cues to age are held constant (Bigelow, MacLean, Wood, & Smith, 1990; Brooks & Lewis, 1976).  These findings are consistent with evolutionary and ecological theory assumptions that perception serves an adaptive function, since humans who are unresponsive to faces and to age information in faces may well be at a survival disadvantage. 

Infants also show a greater visual preference for faces that are more attractive, an effect that is independent of babyfaceness (Kramer et al., 1995; Langlois, Roggman, Casey, Ritter, Rieser-Danner, & Jenkins, 1987), and that generalizes across faces of varying races and ages (Langlois, Ritter, Roggman, & Vaughn, 1991; Van Duuren, Kendell-Scott, & Stark, 2003). Although an innate preference for attractiveness is consistent with evolutionary psychology predictions regarding sensitivity to facial cues for mate quality, recent research suggests that infant preferences may be better explained as a by-product of sensitivity to prototypical faces (Ramsey, Langlois, Hoss, Rubenstein, & Griffin, 2004; Rubenstein, Kalakanis, & Langlois, 1999), a mechanism that is also consistent with other perceptual by-product hypotheses (Enquist et al., 2002; Zebrowitz et al., 2003). 

Infants are also attuned to facial expressions of emotion.  In particular, considerable research on infants’ negative reactions to a still-face (i.e., a face that suddenly adopts a neutral facial expression) has been interpreted as evidence of early sensitivity to the social communication value of facial expressions (Striano & Tomesello, 2001).  Moreover, just as fear responses in adults are classically conditioned to anger faces more readily than happy ones (e.g., Lanzetta & Orr, 1980), infants as young as 5 months show a stronger startle response to noise when looking at an angry face than a happy one, indicating an attunement to the dangerous meaning of the angry face (Balaban, 1995). Other behavioral reactions to facial expressions have also revealed infants’ sensitivity to their affordances (Sorce, Emde, Campos, & Klenneret, 1985; Schwartz, Izard, & Ansul, 1985). These early attunements to emotion information are consistent with evolutionary and ecological assumptions about the adaptive functions of perception, since humans who are not attuned to the signal value of emotions would be at a survival disadvantage

Research investigating adult mate preferences provides additional support for hypothesized innate attunements to qualities that signal adaptively relevant affordances. For example, men prefer the scent of women at fertile points in their menstrual cycle as well as the scent of women with more common histocompatibility complex genes, preferences that may serve in selecting mates that afford fertility without deleterious rare alleles (Thornhill, Gangestad, Miller, Scheyd, McCollough, & Franklin, 2003). In turn, women at the fertile point in their menstrual cycle show an increased preference for facial masculinity or the scent of men with greater body bilateral symmetry, preferences that may serve in selecting potential sires who afford more genetic fitness (Rhodes et al., 2003; Thornhill & Gangestad, 1999). 

Attunements that vary with perceptual experience. Evidence for an effect of perceptual experience on perceiver attunements is provided by research showing that perceivers’ cultural familiarity with individuals who are expressing emotions enhances recognition of their facial expressions (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002, 2003). These results are in keeping with what ecological theorists have called the ‘education of attention’ (Gibson, 1966). Additional evidence is provided by the finding that people who live in cultures with a high incidence of parasites appear to have developed a stronger attunement to facial indicators of fitness, showing a stronger preference for physically attractive mates (Gangestad & Buss, 1993). Sub-cultural perceptual experiences can also influence attunements, as revealed by the finding that gay men and lesbians were more accurate than heterosexuals in judging people’s sexual orientation from brief observations of their nonverbal behavior (Ambady, Hallahan, and Conner, 1999).  Still another example is provided by evidence supporting the Westermarck (1921) hypothesis that sexual attraction is diminished between genetically unrelated people who have been reared together (e.g., Shepher, 1971; Wolf, 1995), and that negative reactions toward incest are stronger among those who have been reared with an opposite sex individual (Lieberman, Tooby, & Cosmides, 2002).  Perceptual experience with one’s own face also influences person perception, with more trust exhibited toward peers who resemble oneself (DeBruine, 2002).

The effects on person perception of parasite incidence, childhood co-residence, and self-resemblance were documented by evolutionary theorists, and ecological theory provides a unifying general principle: Perceptual experience in these and other contexts influences the development of attunements to various affordances. Several mechanisms by which perceptual experience may have an effect on attunements have been identified, and it is worthwhile to consider the possible role of each in the development of attunements to social affordances. These mechanisms include stimulus imprinting, attentional weighting, differentiation, unitization, adaptation, and prototype extraction. (Cf. Goldstone, 1998). 

In stimulus imprinting, perception becomes attuned by the development of detectors that are specialized for particular stimuli, with the detectors shaped by the impinging stimuli. For example, geese develop detectors for conspecifics based on their exposure immediately after hatching.  Those whose first sight is of a human ‘imprint’ on that person, following it as goslings typically follow the mother goose (Lorenz, 1970). An analogous effect for sexual imprinting in the domain of person perception is provided.by evidence that women’s husbands facially resemble their adoptive fathers (Bereczkei, Gyuris, & Weisfeld, 2004). 

In attentional weighting, perception becomes attuned by increasing the attention paid to perceptual features that are relevant and important.  For example, after exposure to a series of faces in which some were identified as ‘fair’ and some as ‘unfair’, perceivers subsequently utilized the relevant feature of facial shape to categorize new faces, even though they had no conscious awareness that they were using this feature (Hill, Lewicki, Czyzewska, & Schuller, 1990). Attentional weighting can carry with it a perceptual narrowing.  Whereas six-month-old human infants were able to discriminate between faces of different monkeys as well as different humans, 9-month-olds and adults could only discriminate among human faces, an effect that parallels the developmental loss of ability to discriminate among foreign speech sounds (Pascalis, de Haan, & Nelson, 2002). 

Related to attentional weighting is differentiation, whereby stimuli that were initially psychologically indistinguishable become separable.  For example, people are more able to differentiate faces of races with which they are familiar, whereas those of an unfamiliar race tend to ‘all look alike’ (e.g., Shapiro & Penrod, 1986). 

Prototype extraction also relates to attentional weighting.  Exposure to a set of stimuli increases the familiarity of a prototype of those stimuli that has not itself been viewed, but is a composite stimulus that is the spatial average of the exposed stimuli.  This mechanism operates in face perception of young infants (e.g., Ramsey et al., 2004; Rubenstein et al., 1999), and it also produces preferences for prototypes of stimuli other than faces (Halberstadt & Rhodes, 2000, 2003).  It also can produce flexible facial-preferences in adulthood that vary with short-term exposures to faces that are centered on a different prototype from the one encountered throughout development.  For example, when people were briefly exposed to consistent distortions of normal faces, there was an aftereffect marked by a shift toward the distorted faces in what faces looked most normal and what looked most attractive (Rhodes, Jeffery, Watson, Clifford, & Nakayama, 2003).  

In unitization, perceptions that originally required detection of several parts are achieved by detecting a single unit.  Research on inversion effects illustrates this process. Recognition of visual stimuli with which perceivers have considerable perceptual experience is more impaired when they are inverted than is recognition of the same stimuli by perceivers who are less highly practiced, suggesting that perceptual experience causes these stimuli to be perceived as a configural unit that is obscured by inversion (Diamond & Carey, 1986; Gauthier & Tarr, 1997; Tanaka & Gauthier, 1997). For example, recognition of own race faces, with which perceivers are highly practiced, is more impaired by inversion than is recognition of other-race faces (Diamond & Carey, 1986; Rhodes, Tan, Brake, & Taylor, 1989; Sangrigoli, & de Schonen, 2004). 

In adaptation, perceptions shift following repeated exposure to a particular stimulus. Such short-term aftereffects have been documented in many different contexts, including face perception (Kaping Duhamel, & Webster, 2002; Leopold, O’Toole, Vetter, & Blanz, 2001; Rhodes, Jeffery, Watson, Clifford, & Nakayama, 2003). For example, after people are adapted to male faces, a face that was previously judged to be neutral was rated as female. 

Although person perception examples have been given to illustrate each of the foregoing mechanisms, they are actually general mechanisms for perceptual learning.  Ecological theory draws attention to these processes by virtue of its concern with understanding how perceptual experience contributes to variations in perceiver attunements. Whereas the cognitive mechanisms considered by mainstream social psychology are proposed to influence how perceivers’ construct  what is perceived, these perceptual mechanisms are proposed to influence what a perceiver detects in  a complex stimulus.    In Asch’s (1952) terms, cognitive mechanisms affect the judgment of the object, whereas the perceptual mechanisms affect the object of judgment – i.e., the effective stimulus information. Additional research investigating how these perceptual mechanisms operate in the domain of person perception will contribute significantly to our understanding.  

Attunements that vary with social goals.  Consistent with the ecological approach’s emphasis on proximate influences on perception, variations in social goals associated with historical events, situational factors, culture, and individual traits have all been shown to influence perceiver attunements.  Historical variations in perceiver goals may account for the fact that American movie actresses with mature facial features were preferred during times of social and economic hardship, while babyfaced actresses were preferred during prosperous times (Pettijohn and Tesser, 1999). Similarly, situationally induced variations in perceiver goals may account for the finding that people preferred a more maturefaced partner when there was a threat of electric shock than when there was no threat (Pettijohn, 2000).  It appears that perceivers’ facial preferences track their security motivation, with higher need for security fostering sensitivity to the affordances expected from more mature-looking people. 

Cultural variations in social goals may account for variations in the attractiveness halo effect. For example, perceptions of moral integrity show a stronger halo for Koreans than for Americans (Wheeler & Kim, 1997), while the reverse is true for perceptions of dominance, perhaps because the affordances of assertive people are more central to the individualist social goals of Americans, while the affordances of trustworthy people are more central to the more collectivist goals of Koreans. Whereas  evolutionary psychology may account for the halo effect by positing that attractive people are accurately perceived to have traits that reflect their higher mate value, the question remains as to how to explain cultural variations in the content of the halo effect. Here one needs to invoke a proximate mechanism, such as the education of attention to attributes that have greater cultural value and that may consequently influence people's reproductive success quite apart from their genetic quality. 

Individual variations in social goals, like historical, situational, and cultural variations, also have been shown to influence attunements. Dominant male perceivers show a greater preference for babyfaced women, suggesting that a higher need to control others fosters sensitivity to the desired affordances expected from babyfaced people (Hadden, & Brownlow, 1991). Other research also shows that dominant perceivers notice how assertive people are, information that is pertinent to their interpersonal goals, while dependent perceivers notice how affiliative the same individuals are, which is pertinent to their goal of eliciting approval and support in social interactions (Battistich & Aronoff, 1985).  Variations in social goals may also account for the finding that people are more sensitive to how others feel about them when they are in a subordinate role as well as more sensitive to how someone of the opposite sex feels about them than someone of the same sex (Snodgrass, 1985). The finding that women who are less attractive prefer more feminized male faces (Little et al., 2002; Penton-Voak, Little, Jones, Burt, Tiddeman, & Perrett, 2003) may also be explained by variations in social goals. Insofar as less attractive women feel less capable of attracting or retaining the more fickle masculine-looking men (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Gray, Kahlenber, Barrett, Lipson, & Ellison, 2002), the goal of finding reciprocated affection may strengthen their attunement to the positive behavioral affordances of more feminine-looking men.   

Attunements that vary with behavioral activities. Although there has not been much research examining the effects of behavioral activities on attunements in person perception, there is some pertinent evidence. Hearing individuals who had experience with American Sign Language were better than hearing non-signers at identifying facial expressions of emotion (Goldstein & Feldman, 1996), suggesting that signing and reading signs develops an attunement to visual cues to emotion.  Similarly, professional actors show better decoding of affective body cues than do individuals in less physically emotive occupations, suggesting that a history of conveying feelings and intentions through bodily movement attunes perceivers to pertinent bodily cues (Rosenthal, Hall, Archer, DiMatteo, & Rogers, 1979). 

Ongoing activities also can influence attunements. A perceiver’s surveillance behavior can decrease the detection of trustworthiness (Strickland, 1958), and co-operative behavior can increase the detection of co-operativeness (Kelley & Stahelski, 1970), because these activities influence the availability of particular stimulus information.  Other perceiver behaviors may influence attunements by altering sensitivity to particular stimulus information.  For instance, adopting a smiling facial expression can increase the perceived positivity and humor of stimuli (e.g., McArthur, Solomon, & Jaffe, 1980; Strack, Martin & Stepper, 1988), mutual eye gaze can increase liking for the partner (Kellerman, Lewis, & Laird, 1989), and arm flexion (an approach gesture) can produce more positive evaluations as compared with arm extension (an avoidance gesture) (Cacioppo, Priester, & Berntson, 1993). There is also some evidence that imitation of facial expressions may contribute to their recognition, although a causal relationship has not been firmly established (Blairy, Herrera, & Hess, 1999; Calder, Keane, Cole, Campbell, & Young, 2000; Hess & Blairy, 2001). (cf. Laird, 1992, for related work on self-perception).  

It should be noted that the relationship between action and perception is reciprocal.  Not only do a perceiver’s actions influence perceptual attunements, but also perception can influence action.  For example, Chartrand and Bargh (1999) found that the motor behavior of participants unintentionally matched that perceived in strangers with whom they worked on a task.  Relationships between behavioral activity and social perceptions are consistent with knowledge of adaptive relationships between the sensory-motor and emotion systems in the brain (e.g., Meier & Robinson, 2004), as well as with evidence that actively obtained sensory stimulation has different effects on cortical circuits than does passive stimulation (e.g., Clark, Tremblay, & Ste-Marie, 2004; Lotze, Braun, Birbaumer, Anders, & Cohen, 2003).   However, it is not always clear whether the effects of activities are mediated by changes in the information to which perceivers’ are attuned or by changes in their emotional states.  More research is needed to definitively establish an effect on attunements. 

The overgeneralization of attunements

As described earlier, the ecological theory of social perception proposes that innate or well-developed attunements to stimulus information can result in overgeneralized perceptions. In particular, the psychological qualities that are accurately revealed by the physical information that marks babies, emotion, identity, or low fitness may be erroneously perceived in people whose appearance or other physical qualities resembles individuals in those categories.  These overgeneralization hypotheses are logically consistent with evolutionary theory, although not explicit in its literature. More specifically, the overgeneralization effects could be framed as perceptual by-products within evolutionary psychology.  Also, each overgeneralization hypothesis is grounded in an assumed adaptive mechanism that could reflect a domain specific module, such as those proposed by evolutionary psychologists.  Cross-cultural, cross-species, neural, and/or early developmental evidence is consistent with such a module for detecting babies (cf. Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1989; Lorenz, 1943), emotions (Humphreys, Donnelly, & Riddoch, 1993; Tranel, Damasio, & Damasio,1988; Young, Newcombe, de Haan, Small, & Hall, 1993), and identity (Bushnell, Sai, & Mullin, 1989; Field, Cohen, Garcia, & Greenberg, 1985; Kendrick, da Costa, Leigh, Hinton, &  Peirce, 2001;  Walton, Bower, & Bower, 1992). 

Babyface overgeneralization hypothesis.  The evolutionary importance of responding appropriately to babies, such as giving protection and inhibiting aggression, has produced a strong preparedness to respond to their infantile facial qualities (Eibl-Eibesfeld, 1989; Gould, 1979; Lorenz, 1943; Todd, Mark, Shaw, & Pittenger, 1980).  Considerable research supports the overgeneralization of these prepared responses to individuals whose faces merely resemble babies (cf. Montepare & Zebrowitz, 1998; Zebrowitz, 1997). 

As noted above, the facial qualities that mark real babies (Enlow, 1990) also mark babyfaced individuals at other ages.  Furthermore, the actual traits of babies are mirrored by impressions of and behavioral reactions to babyfaced individuals across the lifespan (Zebrowitz & Montepare, 1992), and across cultures (Zebrowitz, Montepare, & Lee, 1993). Moreover, connectionist modeling research has demonstrated that adult faces that produced greater activation of a neural network output unit trained to respond to faces of babies rather than adults were perceived as more babyfaced, warm, physically weak, naïve, and submissive, and these effects remained when attractiveness and smiling ratings were controlled (Zebrowitz, Fellous, Mignault, & Andreoletti, 2003).  Finally, research investigating the actual traits of individuals who vary in babyfaceness are consistent with the claim that impressions represent an overgeneralization rather than accurate impressions. Indeed, the actual traits of babyfaced individuals often run counter to the stereotype of social, physical, and intellectual weakness.  For example, research examining a large, representative sample of middle-class individuals found that more babyfaced young men are more assertive and hostile than their maturefaced peers (Zebrowitz, Collins, & Dutta, (1998), more likely to win military awards (Collins & Zebrowitz, 1995), and more intellectually competent (Zebrowitz, Andreoletti, Collins, Lee, & Blumenthal, 1998).  Although we have focused here on the babyface overgeneralization hypothesis, other research has provided evidence of broader age overgeneralization effects that involve perceptions of voices, bodies, and movement resembling individuals across the lifespan (cf. Montepare & Zebrowitz, 1998).  
Emotion overgeneralization hypothesis. The adaptive value of responding appropriately to emotional expressions, such as avoiding an angry person and approaching a happy one, has produced a strong preparedness to respond to the tangible qualities that reveal emotions. Research has indicated that these prepared responses are overgeneralized to individuals whose facial structure resembles a particular emotional expression. 

Low as well as high intensity angry expressions create impressions of low affiliative traits (e.g, unsociable, unfriendly, unsympathetic, sly, cold), while happy expressions create impressions of high affiliative traits (Hess, Blairy, & Kleck, 2000; Knutson, 1996). Moreover, consistent with the emotion overgeneralization hypothesis, not only do emotional expressions foster the inference of traits, but also neutral expressions create trait impressions. For example, some neutral expression faces create perceptions of an angry demeanor and elicit impressions of low affiliative traits; others create perceptions of a happy demeanor and elicit impressions of high affiliative traits (Montepare & Dobish, 2003). 
  Connectionist modeling research also has demonstrated that impressions of faces with neutral emotional expressions vary with their resemblance to an emotion.  More specifically, neutral faces with structural dimensions that produced greater activation of a neural network output unit trained to respond to happy rather than angry faces were perceived as higher in social warmth, health, and intelligence, and these effects held true with facial attractiveness and babyfaceness controlled (Zebrowitz, Kikuchi, & Fellous, 2004).   Further research is needed to determine exactly what structural qualities in a neutral face produce resemblance to happy vs. angry ones.  Facial orientation as well as structure may foster emotion overgeneralization effects. Adults with heads tilted backward are perceived as more likely to be proud than those with heads tilted forward, who are perceived as more likely to be ashamed, mirroring the emotional states that are typically accompanied by these head gestures (Mignault & Chaudhuri, 2003). 

Identity overgeneralization hypothesis.  The evolutionary and social importance of differentiating known individuals from strangers and being wary of the latter has produced a tendency for responses to strangers to vary as a function of their resemblance to known individuals. One consequence is a ‘mistaken identity’ effect, whereby a familiar-looking stranger is judged similarly to a known individual. In addition to explaining idiosyncratic impressions, identity overgeneralization may also contribute to negative impressions of other race individuals, who show less resemblance to known individuals. 
Consistent with the ecological theory ‘mistaken identity effect’, faces of strangers who look more familiar are perceived as more likeable and trustworthy, and these effects are independent of attractiveness, smiling, and race (Zebrowitz & Bronstad, 2004). Research also has shown that reactions to people depend on their facial resemblance to known others. For example, people expressed a preference for the job candidate whose face more closely resembled someone who had just treated them kindly, and they avoided a stranger whose face more closely resembled someone who had just treated them irritably (Lewicki, 1985).   People also expected greater fairness from a professor whose face more closely resembled the prototypical face of a set of professors known to be fair than that of a set known to be unfair, even though they had no conscious awareness of the dimension on which the faces varied (Hill, Lewicki, Czyzewska, & Schuller, 1990; See Andersen & Berk, 1998 for a related discussion of transference effects). Finally, consistent with predictions regarding perceptions of other race faces, strangers whose faces are farther from the prototype of one’s own racial group elicit more negative reactions. For example, high prototypical Black faces primed faster reaction times to negative nouns among White perceivers than did White faces or low prototypical Black faces (Livingston & Brewer, 2002). Also, faces with higher rated ‘Afrocentricism’ elicited more negative trait impressions by White perceivers not only when the faces were African-American, but also when they were European-American (Blair, Judd, Sadler, & Jenkins, 2002).  Thus, consensual impressions of racially similar vs. different strangers may be partly explained by a facial identity overgeneralization effect.  

Fitness overgeneralization hypothesis.  The evolutionary importance of recognizing individuals with disease or bad genes has produced a strong preparedness to respond to qualities that can mark low fitness. These prepared responses are overgeneralized to normal individuals whose tangible qualities resemble those who are unfit. In the case of facial qualities, this yields an anomalous face overgeneralization effect (For related discussions, see Kurzban & Leary, 2001; Neuberg, Smith, & Asher, 2000; Park, Faulkner, & Schaller, 2003). 

Implicit in the anomalous face overgeneralization hypothesis is the ‘bad genes’ hypothesis, which holds that certain unattractive faces signal low fitness and low mate quality (Zebrowitz & Rhodes, 2002).  The ‘bad genes’ and anomalous face overgeneralization hypotheses offer a refinement to the ‘good genes’ hypothesis that has been offered by some evolutionary psychologists to explain facial preferences. According to the good genes hypothesis, more attractive faces signal higher mate quality, and a preference for attractiveness evolved because it enhanced reproductive success. Moreover, an assumption of a linear relationship between attractiveness or its components and genetic fitness has been implicit in the research generated by the good genes hypothesis, and there has been particular emphasis on the greater mate quality of those who are highly attractive (e.g., Buss, 1989; Thornhill & Gangestad, 1999). In contrast, the ‘bad genes’ hypothesis argues that appearance provides an accurate index only of low genetic quality rather than a continuous index of genetic quality, 
and that preferences for higher attractiveness in the upper portions of the attractiveness continuum as well as the attractiveness halo effect in impressions of those faces are a perceptual by-product of an adaptive attunement to low fitness. 

Recent research has supported the ecological theory hypothesis that accurate impressions of faces that signal low fitness are overgeneralized. In one study, using a representative sample of faces, low facial attractiveness, averageness, symmetry, or masculinity predicted traits indicative of low fitness, including lower than average health and intelligence, whereas high levels of these facial qualities did not predict high fitness. Nevertheless, consistent with the anomalous face overgeneralization hypothesis, intelligence and health were perceived to vary not only from low to moderate levels of attractiveness, but also from moderate to high levels (Zebrowitz & Rhodes, 2004).  In another study, impressions of the health and intelligence of normal faces were predicted by the extent to which they resembled anomalous ones, as determined by connectionist modeling, and these effects could not be explained by corresponding variations in the actual health and intelligence of the normal faces (Zebrowitz, Fellous, Mignault, & Andreoletti, 2003). Greater resemblance to anomalous faces also predicted impressions of lower attractiveness, sociability and warmth, consistent with the argument that anomalous face overgeneralization may provide an explanation for the attractiveness halo effect. 

In addition to supporting the anomalous face overgeneralization hypothesis, the foregoing findings support a bad genes refinement to the good genes hypothesis that evolutionary psychologists have proposed as an explanation for facial preferences.  More specifically, appearance provides an accurate index only of low genetic quality rather than a continuous index of genetic quality:  unattractive faces signal low mate quality, whereas attractive faces do not signal higher mate quality than do faces that are average in attractiveness.  This suggests that an eschewal of very unattractive mates would have enhanced reproductive success in our evolutionary past more than would a preference for highly attractive ones. 

A Research Agenda

Recognizing the importance of evolutionary forces, the ecological approach to person perception has motivated research questions that have received scant attention within standard social science models. At the same time, the ecological approach has raised questions about person perception that lie outside the realm of evolutionary theory.  This is especially true with respect to the adaptive functions of person perception, where ecological theory calls attention to a broad range of perceived affordances, stimulus information, and attunement origins. Attention to these questions promises to deepen our understanding of person perception.  Among the advances will be a contribution to the prediction of accuracy.  Person perception should be more accurate when perceived affordances are assessed rather than more abstract attributes, such as personality traits, both because affordances are more likely to be specified by the tangible qualities of a person that are available in a delimited social interaction context and also because perceivers should be more attuned to properties that are functionally relevant. 

Mapping social affordances.  
One question that warrants attention is whether we can identify a taxonomy of perceived social affordances analogous to the perceived traits identified in ‘implicit personality theories’ (e.g., Bond, 1979; McCrae, & Costa, 1987; Noller, Law, & Comrey, 1987).    Whereas trait adjectives have been used to distill a core group of personality traits, interpersonal verbs or related gerunds may be a logical starting point for identifying a core group of social affordances (cf. Lorr & McNair, 1965; Benjamin, 1974; Wiggins, 1979).   Moreover, it may be possible to incorporate such affordances into any one of several models of social interaction.

At the broadest level, affordances may be considered within Leung and Bond’s (2004) culturally general set of social axioms, which are synthesized understandings of how the world works.  In particular, social cynicism concerns the valence of perceived social affordances; social complexity concerns the variability of affordances; and fate control concerns the predictability and controllability of affordances.  A taxonomy of two dozen prototypical social situations derived from theoretically distinct patterns of interdependence (Kelley, Holmes, Kerr, Reis, Rusbult, & Van Lange, 2003) may prove useful in generating the more specific content of social affordances.  For example situations involving mutual behavior control provide the affordance of co-ordination.  Those involving zero-sum outcomes provide the affordance of threat (Kelley, 1997).  Social affordances also could be generated from social interaction models proposed by Alan Fiske (1991), Bugental (2000), and Kenrick, Li, & Butner (2003).  For example, affordances such as nurturing and praising seem pertinent to the ‘communal sharing’ interactions proposed by Fiske (1991), while dominating and complying seem pertinent to his ‘authority ranking’ interactions . Affordances such as copulating and impregnating are pertinent to the mate choice domain proposed by Kenrick et al., (2003), and affordances such as protecting and depending upon seem pertinent to the domain of attachment (for safety purposes) proposed by Bugental (2000).        

Identifying the perceived affordances that bear on the adaptive problems humans faced during their evolutionary history to insure the reproduction of their genes will contribute greatly to an understanding of the foundations of person perception. However, as the ecological framework points out, perceived affordances that bear on solutions to contemporaneous adaptive problems that may have no implications for gene replication either in the present or in past must also be considered. Thus, research that aims to identify the set of adaptively relevant affordances should also aim to differentiate those that bear on inclusive fitness from those that bear only on contemporary adaptive success. Whatever the ultimate conceptual framework and substantive content, determining the set of significant affordances is a priority for person perception research. 

Identifying the stimulus information. 

Another important area of research is to determine the stimulus information that conveys behavioral affordances and other person qualities.  As discussed above, research identifying stimulus information is exemplified by evolutionary psychologists’ effort to determine what stimulus qualities reveal the affordance of  ‘good mate quality’, by the present authors’ efforts to determine what qualities communicate the affordance of childlike dependency and others’ efforts to determine the qualities that convey the complementary affordance of dominance (e.g., Keating, 1985; Keating & Bai, 1986;  Keating, Mazur, & Segall, 1981), as well as by the extensive body of research investigating nonverbal cues that communicate various emotions (e.g., Ekman, Campos, Davidson,  & De Waals, 2003). In addition to identifying the stimulus information that would have been important for evolutionary adaptation, the importance of understanding the stimulus information that may have only contemporaneous adaptive value and that may have nothing to do with inclusive fitness should not be overlooked. Certainly, consequential impressions may be elicited as much by a person’s style of dress as by as person’s babyish appearance or angry expression. 

 In the quest to identify stimulus information, researchers should make use of guiding principles suggested by ecological theory. In particular, they should emphasize the greater utility of dynamic than static stimuli, multi-modal than uni-modal stimuli, and stimuli that bear high resemblance to adaptively significant stimulus configurations. The directive to identify the dynamic stimulus information that conveys affordances can benefit from new technologies, such as motion capture (Dekeyser, Verfaillie, & Vanrie, 2002).  Far more sophisticated than the ‘point light’ methods used in the past (e.g., Berry & Misovich, 1994), motion capture methods will enable researchers to define and manipulate the complex movement patterns that characterize different social activities.  Avatars in immersive virtual environments could then be programmed with such movement patterns in order to examine what they are perceived to afford (cf. Blascovich, Loomis, Beall, Swinth, Hoyt, & Bailenson, 2002; Zebrowitz, 2002).  Using this methodology will also enable researchers to systematically vary movement patterns, vocal qualities, and appearance qualities in order to examine the multi-modal communication of affordances. 

Mainstream research in social psychology has focused largely on the perceiver’s cognitive and affective processes, paying little heed to the information provided by a stimulus person’s tangible properties.  The understanding of social perception and social interaction will be much advanced if we can learn what tangible properties of people communicate the whole range of affordances as well as other personal attributes. 

Understanding perceiver attunements.

A third research avenue is to determine what factors contribute to perceiver attunements .  Some evolutionary psychologists have suggested that perceivers’ attention is guided by functionally specialized ‘modules’ that include an input system tuned to a particular class of stimuli whose detection serves reproductive success (cf. Wagner & Wagner, 2004).  For example, evolutionary psychologists have proposed a ‘good mate detector’ module that is attuned to stimuli such as facial averageness, symmetry, and masculinity.  The wide range of adaptive functions with which ecological theory is concerned suggests that person perception often will be guided by domain general attunements rather than by various dedicated modules tuned to specific stimuli.  Research in this vein has shown that, rather than a domain specific adaptive mechanism to prefer facial averageness because it signals a good mate, there is a more general adaptive mechanism to prefer stimuli that are prototypic in the ecological niche in which the individual develops (Rhodes, Jeffery, Watson, Clifford, & Nakayama, 2003; Rubenstein et al., 2002).. Although it is a safe bet that those who look like the people who populate our world will be better mates than those who don’t, the adaptive mechanism may operate simply to identify individuals who are the appropriate species, sex, and age for mating rather than within species variations in fitness (cf. Enquist et al., 2002). Other domain general attunement mechanisms derived from perceptual experience also warrant investigation in studies of person perception.  As discussed earlier, these include ‘imprinter’, ‘differentiater’, ‘weighter’ ‘unitizer’ , ‘generalizer’, and  ‘familiarity detector’ (cf. Goldstone, 1998).  

Ecological theory encourages research not only on perceptual experiences as a source of attunements, but also on perceiver goals and activities. Both the direct and indirect effects of these proximate variables should be taken into account. For example, behavioral activities might have a direct effect on perceiver attunements, as when manipulations of gaze duration toward one of two faces biases preferences toward the face that is looked at the most.  Alternatively, behavioral activities might mediate effects of social goals, as when the manipulated goal of choosing the most attractive of two faces produces a greater shift in gaze toward the one that is ultimately chosen than does the goal of choosing the rounder of two faces (Shimojo, Simion, Shimojo, & Scheier, 2003). The net effect of the proximate causes is to produce interpersonally variable attunements as well as the species-wide inherited attunements that are the primary focus of evolutionary psychology. More research is needed to elucidate the contribution of ontogenetic events to perceiver attunements. 

Conclusions

Unlike other social-psychological approaches to person perception, the ecological approach has strong roots in evolutionary theory.   It posits universal, adaptive functions that run counter to what evolutionary psychologists have dubbed the ‘standard social science model’ view that social perceptions are social constructions.    This functional approach assumes that we can perceive people’s behavioral affordances from their tangible properties, such as appearance, movement, voice, feel, and scent.  It views such perceptions as closely coupled to action, with active perceivers achieving higher accuracy. It gives high priority to identifying the stimulus information to which perceivers’ respond, and argues that erroneous perceptions can often be traced to the overgeneralization of strong adaptive attunements to particular patterns of information. It also considers various origins of perceptual attunements. 

Although the ecological approach and evolutionary psychology share fundamental assumptions about social perception that have been overlooked within other social-psychological frameworks, they also each have distinctive features.  Most notably, the ecological approach calls attention to adaptive functions of person perception that lie outside the logical realm of evolutionary psychology.  This generates an interest in a broader range of perceived affordances and stimulus information as well as different sources of perceptual attunements, with more attention to general mechanisms rather than the specialized modular mechanisms that have been of prime interest to evolutionary psychologists. Whereas the ecological approach did not find a wide audience when it was introduced twenty years ago in the heyday of social cognition research, we hope that the intellectual engagement that has been recently stimulated by evolutionary psychology will generate research that incorporates the tenets of its close relation, the ecological approach.  Such research will deepen our understanding of person perception.
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Footnotes

�  It should be noted that social psychologists have more recently incorporated the ecological theory emphases on the role of an active perceiver and stimulus information in social perception (see, for example, Smith & Semin, 2004). ,


� This is not to say that neural activation patterns to cheese would not differ for individuals from cultures that perceive it as disgusting and those that perceive it as delectable.  However, the variations in neural activation patterns would develop with the culturally directed development of food preferences rather than guiding the development of those preferences.


� Another overgeneralization hypothesis is ‘animal analogies’ whereby people may be perceived to have traits that are associated with the animals that their features resemble (cf.Zebrowitz, 1997, pp 58-61).


�  See Zebrowitz & Collins (1997) for a discussion of how tangible qualities may come to be associated with traits and affordances.


� Research has not yet identified the basis for the perceived emotional demeanor of purportedly neutral faces. Variations in demeanor may derive from non-affective cues such as variations in particular facial attributes or from affective cues such as past expressive habits or current traces of emotion.





