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Abstract
Do pessimists and optimists elicit the very behavior they expect from others? What if their expectations are fairly extreme? Using
a simulated job interview paradigm, evidence was found for behavioral conﬁrmation of generalized future-event expectancies
(optimism/pessimism) and for the moderating role of extremity. Interviewers with nonextreme expectancies gathered information in
an expectancy-biased fashion and elicited expectancy-conﬁrming behavior from applicants. However, as interviewer expectancies
became more extreme, these eﬀects were attenuated. Further evidence suggested that extremity is associated with eﬀortful correction
processes and awareness of bias. Interestingly, pessimistic applicants were more strongly inﬂuenced by interviewersÕ expectancies
than were optimistic applicants. The current study extends research on the social-cognitive consequences of generalized future-event
expectancies and extremity to the behavioral domain.
Ó 2003 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Introduction
As social perceivers, we are often aware of our expectations about the behaviors, traits, and abilities of
other people. These interpersonal expectancies may be
based on previous encounters with those individuals,
hearsay, or our own stereotypes and biased ways of
interpreting our social world. What we may be less
aware of is that these expectancies can have a profound
inﬂuence on our own and othersÕ behavior, ultimately
aﬀecting the course of social interactions. Speciﬁcally,
expectations can create self-fulﬁlling prophecies (Merq
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ton, 1948), whereby people elicit behavior from others
that is consistent with their expectations (behavioral
conﬁrmation; for reviews, see Jussim, 1986; Miller &
Turnbull, 1986; Neuberg, 1996b). For example, studies
have demonstrated behavioral conﬁrmation of teachersÕ
expectancies about students (e.g., Jussim & Eccles,
1992; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968), interviewersÕ
expectancies about job applicants (e.g., Neuberg, 1989;
Word, Zanna, & Cooper, 1974), and counselorsÕ
expectancies about clients (e.g., Copeland & Snyder,
1995).
How can one personÕs expectations aﬀect another
personÕs behavior? Analyses of the behavioral conﬁrmation process (e.g., Darley & Fazio, 1980; Miller &
Turnbull, 1986; Snyder, 1992) suggest that a perceiver
ﬁrst adopts expectations about a target person, then
treats the target according to these expectations (e.g., via
biased information-gathering). The target then responds
in accord with the perceiverÕs expectations (behavioral
conﬁrmation). For example, a perceiver with a negative
expectancy might ask negatively biased questions that
constrain the targetÕs responses, thus eliciting unfavorable behavior from the target. If the perceiver then
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interprets the targetÕs behavior in an expectancy-consistent fashion, above and beyond the evidence provided
by the targetÕs actual behavior, perceptual conﬁrmation
has also occurred.
Under what circumstances do one personÕs expectations aﬀect another personÕs behavior? In keeping with
the current emphasis in social psychology on the role of
motives and goals in directing cognition and behavior
(see Gollwitzer & Bargh, 1996), recent research has examined perceiver and target goals as moderators of behavioral conﬁrmation (for reviews, see Neuberg, 1996a;
Snyder, 1992). For example, accuracy goals tend to
motivate perceivers to gather a broad range of target
information and to interpret that information in an
unbiased fashion, thus reducing expectancy conﬁrmation (e.g., Darley, Fleming, Hilton, & Swann, 1988;
Neuberg, 1989). For targets, behavioral conﬁrmation is
enhanced when they desire to get along with the perceiver (Snyder & Haugen, 1995) or are encouraged to be
deferential (Smith, Neuberg, Judice, & Biesanz, 1997).
However, behavioral conﬁrmation is reduced when
targets focus on promoting their own agendas (Smith et
al., 1997) or are highly certain of their own personality
characteristics (Swann & Ely, 1984).
Generalized outcome expectancies
In most studies of behavioral conﬁrmation, the expectancies of interest have been relatively explicit, have
been experimentally manipulated, and have pertained to
the states, traits, abilities, and actions of another individual. Although some studies have examined behavioral conﬁrmation of expectancies associated with
category knowledge, stereotypes, and implicit personality theories (for reviews, see Claire & Fiske, 1998;
Hamilton, Sherman, & Ruvolo, 1990), previous studies
have not examined behavioral conﬁrmation of traitdriven expectancies—that is, expectations that stem from
relatively stable individual diﬀerence factors (e.g., personal knowledge structures, cognitive styles). One such
expectancy is the generalized future-event expectancy
(optimism/pessimism; Andersen, 1990; Andersen, Spielman, & Bargh, 1992). Andersen and her colleagues argued that people vary in their tendencies to think about
the future; some expect primarily positive things to
happen to them and others expect more negative events
to occur. Furthermore, these generalized outcome expectancies tend to be applied to both the self and others.
Because such chronic expectancies are broadly applicable and are not limited to speciﬁc categories of people or
to speciﬁc traits, they may have a pervasive inﬂuence on
social judgments and social interactions.
Indeed, recent studies have provided evidence that
perceiversÕ generalized future-event expectancies can
inﬂuence their inferences regarding another personÕs
performance in an assimilative fashion (Reich & Weary,

1998; Weary & Reich, 2001; Weary, Reich, & Tobin,
2001). More speciﬁcally, these studies have shown that
when perceivers are cognitively busy, pessimistic perceivers make less favorable inferences about the ability
and performance level of a target than do optimistic
perceivers. However, when perceivers have suﬃcient
motivation and cognitive resources, they search and
correct for other factors that could have contributed to
a targetÕs outcome (e.g., task diﬃculty). Correction
for these factors reduces the net impact of perceiversÕ
generalized expectancies on their inferences about the
target.
In addition to inﬂuencing social judgments, might
generalized future-event expectancies also lead perceivers involved in social interactions to exhibit expectancyconsistent behaviors? If so, might perceiversÕ behaviors,
in turn, elicit expectancy-conﬁrming behavior from
others?

Current research
The current research sought to go beyond previous
ﬁndings regarding the perceptual consequences of generalized future-event expectancies to examine the conditions
under
which
generalized
future-event
expectancies might be either conﬁrmed or disconﬁrmed
in social interactions. Using a procedure developed by
Neuberg (1989), college student participants engaged in
a simulated job interview. This paradigm is representative of many consequential social interactions and allows for the examination of relatively interactive and
spontaneous behaviors. In the current study, interviewers varying in the valence of their future-event expectancies each conducted a phone interview with a job
applicant. Interviewers then provided post-interview
assessments of their targets. The interviews were recorded so that objective judges could assess applicantsÕ
performance and interviewersÕ information-gathering
behaviors.
Based on previous research (Reich & Weary, 1998;
Weary et al., 2001; Weary, Tobin, & Reich, 2001), it was
expected that interviewersÕ generalized future-event expectancies would be relevant to forming expectations
about the upcoming performance of the applicant. Thus,
interviewers with pessimistic expectancies should expect
their applicants to perform less adequately and to be less
qualiﬁed for the job than should interviewers with optimistic expectancies. These interviewers were therefore
expected to exhibit more negatively biased informationgathering behaviors (i.e., ask negatively tinged questions, spend less time listening, etc.), than those with
optimistic expectancies. As a result of interviewersÕ biased behavior, applicants should be constrained to
perform in an expectancy-consistent manner. Speciﬁcally, applicants of pessimistic interviewers should be

