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The authors compared an affordance operationalization to two
traditional operationalizations of traits. Following Beauvois
and Dubois (2000), it is argued that traits involve a consistency
in both the target behaviors (TBs) and others’ behaviors toward
the target (OBs). Conceptually, TBs represent descriptive knowl-
edge (what the target tends to do) and OBs represent functional
knowledge (what the target tends to afford). To compare the
operationalizations, 49 participants were asked to judge video-
tapes of 12 targets using one of three rating modes: (a) global
trait labels, (b) TBs, or (3) OBs. Results showed that (a) targets
were more differentiated with OBs than with TBs or trait labels
and (b) trait scales were more homogeneous with OBs than with
TBs or trait labels. Consequences of a Gibsonian approach to
person perception are discussed.

Our goal was to evaluate the implications of a recent
reconception of traits (Beauvois & Dubois, 2000) for the
analysis of person perception. This new conception pro-
poses to extend the meaning of traits to include general-
ized affordances. The basic idea is that traits are linked to
both target behaviors (TBs) and others’ behaviors (OBs)
toward the target. It is this latter linkage that exemplifies
the Gibsonian (Gibson, 1979) notion of affordance. We
hope to show empirically that this overlooked aspect of
traits is particularly relevant for the measurement of
social judgments.

Advent of the Gibsonian Approach

For the past two decades, there has been a growing
interest in the adaptive function of social perception, a
view that has roots in the Gibsonian theory of perception
(e.g., McArthur & Baron, 1983; Zebrowitz & Collins,
1997). Gibsonian theory suggests that the environment
is perceived in terms of its functional properties rather
than its descriptive qualities. These functional proper-

ties involve affordances, that is, opportunities to act on
objects. For example, a chair is perceived as a concrete
opportunity to sit.

This perspective has been applied to social psychol-
ogy by McArthur and Baron (1983). Even people may be
perceived in terms of their affordances. At the interper-
sonal level, an affordance is defined as an opportunity
for engagement provided by another individual.
McArthur and Baron point out that the judge is rarely
involved in the standard description of stable traits. Yet,
the description of a target is inherently related to the
judge’s goal. Thus, social perception can change accord-
ing to the judge’s actual attunement (looking for a sex-
ual partner, an assistant, or a travel companion) and is
influenced by social context. Zebrowitz and Collins
(1997) advocated the affordance approach over descrip-
tive traits. But other theorists have argued that concepts
of trait and affordance are intrinsically connected rather
than opposed (Beauvois & Dubois, 2000). This is the
position that we will advocate.

Traditional personality assessment is closely associ-
ated with the classical view of traits as adjectives describ-
ing personality in terms of the target’s behavior. This
classical view implies an important epistemological
assumption—the lexical hypothesis—that natural lan-
guage provides a good starting place for personality
assessment (e.g., Goldberg, 1993; John, 1990). The
hypothesis is that traits are lexical units summarizing
behavioral consistency from a descriptive point of view.
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Instead, we propose that the meaning of traits should be
extended to our functional knowledge of people.

Already, Beauvois and Dubois (1992) have shown that
traits are connected to affordances at the semantic level.
For example, they demonstrated that the trait “honest” is
related to consistencies such as (a) “someone who always
admits his own mistakes” as well as (b) “someone people
go to for an objective opinion.” The first linkage type is
called target behavior (TB), that is, a characteristic of the
target. The trait-TB relation has been widely studied in
the social cognition literature (e.g., Bassili, 1989; Reeder
& Brewer, 1979). For example, when I say that Molly is
kind, I am describing her as the kind of person who con-
sistently behaves kindly. Thus, TBs are related to the
descriptive knowledge of people.

The second aspect of traits (OB) refers to others’
behavior toward the target. In our view, an OB is a seman-
tic correspondent to a social affordance because it refers
to the social behavior one can engage with a person. This
close connection between social affordances and inter-
personal relations has traditionally been overlooked.
Yet, trait judgments often derive from interpersonal con-
texts. Imagine, for example, that Paul says Molly is “kind”
after she had agreed to help him. This judgment cannot
be solely descriptive. It is also functional in that it refers
to potential social relations one can have with Molly. In
this case, the trait “kind” can be conceived as a general-
ized affordance, that is, a generalization of what Molly
afforded to Paul in a specific social interaction. The OB
exemplification of traits is consistent with the hypothesis
that the meaning of personality adjectives is affordance-
grounded. The trait-TB and the trait-OB links will be
investigated in the preliminary study.

Consequences of the Affordance Conception
of Traits for Person Perception

Traditional research on personality judgments has
now been integrated into complex models (Funder,
1995; Kenny, 1994). The models derive partly from social
cognition research on artificial character depictions
(e.g., Bassili, 1989). Primarily, however, the models have
benefited from controlled studies of impressions of real
people (e.g., Borkenau & Liebler, 1992; Kenny, Horner,
Kashy, & Chu, 1992; Norman & Goldberg, 1966;
Paunonen, 1989; Watson, 1989). For example, judges
have brief interactions (Watson, 1989), see facial photo-
graphs (e.g., Berry, 1990), or watch videotapes of real tar-
gets (Borkenau & Liebler, 1992, 1993). Often, the infor-
mation about targets is limited to physical appearance,
movement, or verbal behavior without obvious personal-
ity content (such as the reading of a weather forecast).

These studies have shown that judges’ ratings show
some degree of consensus even with minimal acquain-
tance, although principally for judgments of extra-

version and conscientiousness (e.g., Borkenau & Liebler,
1993; Funder & Dobroth, 1987; Kenny, Albright, Malloy,
& Kashy, 1994; Paulhus & Reynolds, 1995). This para-
digm has been used by researchers concerned with the
baseline accuracy of first impressions (e.g., Funder,
1987, 1995), improvement with acquaintanceship
(Paulhus & Bruce, 1992), or the relation between traits
and physical qualities (e.g., Borkenau & Liebler, 1995).

Status Versus Affiliation in Circumplex Taxonomies. In
recent person perception research, observers formulate
their judgments on the Big Five dimensions of personal-
ity (Goldberg, 1993; John, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1987;
Norman, 1963). As Marcus and Leatherwood (1998)
note, in all such studies, perceivers are asked to evaluate
something about targets’ traits—a descriptive judgment.
Therefore, the Big Five trait taxonomy has only indirect
relevance for the study of affordances. Instead, we chose
a trait taxonomy based directly on interpersonal rela-
tions, namely, the circumplex tradition (e.g., Leary,
1957; Wiggins, 1979). Here, traits are represented in
terms of two orthogonal dimensions: affiliation and status
(also called communion/agency or affiliation/control).

Psychologically, the status dimension refers to the
social power of the target person: Does this person have
power over me? The affiliation dimension refers to the
valence of one’s relationship with the target: Is this per-
son on my side? The former dimension tends to be more
consensual than the latter dimension (Leary, 1957).

At the sociological level, Beauvois, Dubois, and
Peeters (1999) considered the affiliation and status fac-
tors to represent two types of social relations, based on
affective and social values, respectively.1 In Western soci-
ety, the social value is most evident in organizations and
distinguishes people with low status from those with high
social status. Whether psychologically or sociologically,
the perception of dominance is maximized when social
hierarchies are salient.

The Present Research

Our central claim is that traits are defined by both
descriptive and functional aspects, which can be
explored independently with the OB/TB distinction. In
a preliminary study, we developed three sets of items that
operationalized traits as standard trait labels: OBs and
TBs. In the main experiment, we asked student judges to
evaluate 12 target persons on video clips. Judges were
asked to use one of three different rating modes (trait
labels, OBs, or TBs). To the extent that the affordance
aspect of traits is important, judgments of the targets
should be consensual and reliable on the OB rating
mode. This reasoning suggests the use of two dependent
variables: differentiation among targets and differentia-
tion among traits.
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Differentiation Among Targets

Clear differentiation among targets is indexed by a
high target variance in social perception (Kenny, 1994).
To what degree do our judges perceive the 12 targets as
equivalent on each of the traits being evaluated? We
expected two main effects related to this measure.

Differences across rating modes. From a Gibsonian per-
spective, it is important that people select individuals
with whom they can have adaptive interactions and avoid
those with whom an interaction is likely to be maladaptive.
OBs are better tools to effect this kind of evaluation than
are TBs. OBs do provide the judges with the opportunity
to predict their likely interaction with a target. Our
hypothesis is that differentiation between targets should
be higher when OBs are the rating mode. This differenti-
ation score is similar to the target variance measure used
in previous research (e.g., Kenny et al., 1994).

Differences between the status and affiliation dimensions. Of
the two circumplex dimensions, differentiation between
targets should be higher on status than on affiliation.
Past research (e.g., Funder & Dobroth, 1987; Paulhus &
Reynolds, 1995) showed that extraversion yields the
highest target variance. As McCrae and Costa (1989) have
well documented, this Big Five factor is closely related to
the status (agency) dimension of the circumplex.

Differentiation Among Traits

The question of differentiation among traits refers to
the homogeneity of person perception across items. Will
judges respond similarly to items within a given dimen-
sion or will they treat the items more as distinct variables?
In most research using trait labels, reliability coefficients
are computed to evaluate the homogeneity of the scales.
The alpha reliabilities in our data should be high
because these items were picked for their homogeneity.

This experiment provides the opportunity to measure
the consistency of judgments on the three rating modes
(trait scales, OB scales, TB scales). If the first impression
of persons is an affordance detection, OB-scales should
be more homogeneous than TB-scales.

In short, we hypothesized a rating mode effect for
judgment on the two differentiation indexes. In particu-
lar, OBs should increase differentiation among targets,
whereas TBs should increase differentiation among traits.

PRELIMINARY STUDY

A preliminary study (including three stages) was con-
ducted to select traits, OBs and TBs, that were used as rat-
ing scales in the main experiment. The aim was to select
OBs and TBs that are equally representative of traits.

Stage 1. Thirty-two traits were selected from the affilia-
tion and status dimensions in Wiggins’s (1979)

circumplex taxonomy. Three OBs and 3 TBs were pre-
pared for each trait. Participants included 102
undergraduates who were recruited on the campus of
the University of Reims (France) and were randomly
assigned to one of two groups. They were instructed
(task 1) to choose the best of the three OBs (group 1) or
TBs (group 2) for each trait and (task 2) to rate its degree
of prototypicality on a Likert-type rating scale ranging
from 1 (untypical ) to 7 (very typical). Both the frequency
(stemming from task 1) and the degree of proto-
typicality (stemming from task 2) of each behavior (OB
or TB) chosen by participants were calculated. The most
frequently chosen behavior for each trait was then
selected for stage 2. The degree of prototypicality was
used in the third stage to select the items.

Stage 2. To further check that TBs and OBs were trait-
specific, 77 other judges were asked to perform an associ-
ation task. On a sheet divided into two columns, the 32
mixed behaviors (TB or OB) and the list of the 32 mixed
traits were provided. Participants (37 in the TB condi-
tion and 40 in the OB condition) were instructed to link
the trait to the behavior that was the best exemplar of the
trait. They could choose a behavior and a trait only once
(i.e., they could not associate a behavior with two traits
and vice versa). The links made by these participants
were compared with the results of stage 1. An association
was considered to be “correct” when a participant made
the expected choice. Results showed that correct associa-
tions were obtained with high level of frequency. The
percentage of correct associations ranged from 35% to
98% in the OB condition and from 45.9% to 97% in the
TB condition (means were 64.5% and 72%, respec-
tively). This pattern of results shows that OBs and TBs of
this material were similarly trait-specific.

Stage 3. Three traits were selected for each pole of the
two factors of the interpersonal circle. Traits of a given
dimension had to vary somewhat in their descriptive
component (Peabody, 1967). Trait-OB and Trait-TB
associations were comparable on each of the four basic
dimensions because (a) those selected associations
between traits and behaviors (stage 2) were correct with
high percentages and (b) TB and OB were both good
exemplars of trait labels (i.e., prototypicality means for
the best exemplars greatly exceeded the midpoint of the
scale). The list of the 12 traits and the corresponding
OBs and TBs are presented in Table 1.

THE EXPERIMENT

Overview

The experiment required all participants to judge 12
targets briefly presented on video clips. Targets were
judged on one of the item sets developed in the prelimi-
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nary study: trait labels, others’ behaviors (OBs), or target
behaviors (TBs). In short, rating mode was studied in a
between-subjects design.

Method

PARTICIPANTS

Participants were 49 undergraduates (25 women and
24 men) recruited on the campus at the University of
Reims (France). None was a psychology student.

MATERIALS

Targets. A videotape (available from the senior
author) was used to present information about the tar-
gets. Twelve real targets had been videotaped in a
medium close shot (only head and shoulders could be
seen) while speaking to another person (off-camera).

Each target was presented for 8 secs on silent and mono-
chrome clips.

Overall, targets’ age and gender were balanced (6
men and 6 women in two age groups: about 25 and about
45 years). All clips were recorded in two different orders
of presentation. Each was identified by a number in the
corner of the screen (corresponding to the rank order of
presentation) and was followed by a fixed image of the
target (in a neutral expression). An image of the target
was held for a few seconds using the pause function of
the video recorder. This presentation enabled the exper-
imenter to ask the participants for their ratings at the
end of each clip.

Three rating modes. Three 12-page booklets were pre-
pared. In one version, each page provided the 12 trait
labels, a second version provided the 12 OBs, and a third
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TABLE 1: English Translation of French Exemplars of the Three Rating Modes

Type Trait Target Behaviors (TBs) Others’ Behaviors Toward Target (OBs)

AN Aggressive
(Agressif)

someone who yells at others (5.21)
(quelqu’un qui crie sur les autres)

someone you avoid provoking (4.88)
(quelqu’un qu’on évite de provoquer)

AN Cold
(Froid)

someone who never smiles (5.11)
(quelqu’un qui ne sourit jamais)

someone who is difficult to talk to (5.31)
(quelqu’un avec qui on a des difficultés à parler)

AN Dishonest
(Menteur)

someone who arranges the truth to suit himself (5.38)
(quelqu’un qui arrange la vérité à sa façon)

someone whose assertions have to be checked (4.97)
(quelqu’un dont on vérifie les affirmations)

AP Honest
(Honnête)

someone who returns a wallet found in the street (5.33)
(quelqu’un qui ramène un portefeuille trouvé dans

la rue)

someone people trust (5.33)
(quelqu’un à qui on peut vraiment faire confiance)

AP Open
(Ouvert)

someone willing to speak about anything (5.48)
(quelqu’un qui parle de n’importe quel sujet)

someone you can talk to about anything (5.95)
(quelqu’un avec qui on parle de tout)

AP Sensitive

(Sensible)

someone who is sensitive to what is going on around
him (5.72)

(quelqu’un qui est affecté par ce qui se passe autour
de lui)

someone you can share your feelings with (5.43)

(quelqu’un avec qui on peut partager des émotions)

SN Irresponsible

(Irresponsable)

someone who does not think about the consequences
of actions (6.02)

(quelqu’un qui fait n’importe quoi sans réfléchir)

someone you can’t count on to manage a team (5.25)

(quelqu’un à qui on ne laisse pas diriger une équipe)

SN Naïve

(Naïf)

someone who does not see reality as it is (5.75)

(quelqu’un qui ne voit pas la réalité telle qu’elle est)

someone you have to make aware of what is going on
(5.53)

(quelqu’un à qui on essaye d’ouvrir les yeux sur la
réalité)

SN Lazy

(Paresseux)

someone who puts off until tomorrow what can be
done today (5.54)

(quelqu’un qui remet au lendemain ce qu’il a à faire)

someone who has to be goaded into doing something
(4.61)

(quelqu’un qu’on doit secouer pour qu’il fasse quelque
chose)

SP Domineering
(Autoritaire)

someone who tends to be bossy (5.48)
(quelqu’un qui donne facilement des ordres)

someone whose orders are never questioned (4.67)
(quelqu’un dont on ne discute pas les ordres)

SP Dynamic
(Dynamique)

someone who has a lot of different activities (4.88)
(quelqu’un qui a de nombreuses activités)

someone with whom one can work on a project (4.97)
(quelqu’un avec qui on peut monter un projet)

SP Persevering

(Persévérant)

someone who is not stopped by obstacles (6.31)

(quelqu’un qui ne renonce pas en cas d’obstacle
difficile)

someone you can always count on to overcome obstacles
(5.81)

(quelqu’un sur qui on peut compter pour franchir des
obstacles)

NOTE: Types of circumplex variables: A = affiliation, S = status, N = negative, P = positive. Means of prototypicality ratings of behavioral exemplars
(TB or OB) are in parentheses.



version provided the 12 TBs. Each item was rated on a
7-point scale (1 = definitely does not describe this person to 7 =
definitely describes this person). Each of the 12 pages of the
booklet was identified by the sequence number of the
target in the video clip. Participants were randomly
assigned to one of the three conditions.

PROCEDURE

Participants were taken into the video room in groups
of two to five and were seated in front of the screen. The
experimenter chose one of the two videotape versions,
taking care to ensure that the two orders were presented
approximately the same number of times in each condi-
tion. Subjects were first asked to read the experimental
instructions, which stipulated that they had to watch
carefully a series of short video clips of individuals they
had never seen before. Then, they were given one of the
three booklets (OBs, TBs, or trait labels). The experi-
menter asked the participants if they had any questions
about the procedure. Then, they watched the first clip,
which ended after 8 secs with a fixed image of the target.
Participants rated the extent to which the target could be
described by each of the 12 statements. The latter proce-
dure was repeated for the 11 other clips.

MEASURES AND ANALYTIC APPROACH

Differentiation among targets. To assess whether a partic-
ipant had discriminated the 12 targets on a particular
dimension, we computed the sum of the absolute differ-
ences between each of the 12 ratings and the mean score
on that dimension. A high score indicates that targets
were judged very differently on a particular dimension,
whereas a low score indicates that targets are judged sim-
ilarly. This measure provides, for each of the 12 variables,
an indicator of how distinctive the mean ratings of the
targets were.

Differentiation among traits. The differentiation among
traits was calculated in two ways. First, we calculated
alpha reliabilities for each six-item scale to assess the
homogeneity of the scales. A high value indicates lack of
differentiation.

Second, we computed the sum of the absolute devia-
tions between each of a participant’s six ratings of a
dimension and the participant’s mean score on that
dimension (after the score for the three negative scales
had been reversed). A high differentiation score indi-
cates a lack of coherence of the items designed to tap a
particular dimension.

Results

First, we calculated the Spearman correlations across
the 12 targets between affiliation and status within each
of the three modes. None of the three correlations was
significant (–.48, –.39, –.37 for trait labels, TBs, and OBs,

respectively). This finding supports the relative inde-
pendence of the status/affiliation distinction in all
three. We also computed intercorrelations between the
OB, TB, and trait label scores separately for status and
affiliation. As expected, all correlations were high and
significant (from .69 to .91), all ps < .01. In short, for both
status and affiliation, the three modes of measurement
are tapping the same underlying trait construct.

Differentiation among targets. The target differentiation
index was computed (see above) on each dimension for
each rating mode. A 3 (rating mode) × 2 (dimension)
ANOVA was performed with dimension as a repeated
measures variable. Means are plotted in Figure 1. A sig-
nificant main effect was found for rating mode, F(2, 46) =
10.424, p < .0002. Planned comparisons indicated that
participants in the OB condition (M = 15.07) differenti-
ated targets better than those in the TB condition (M =
12), F(1, 46) = 11.68, p < .002, and better than those in
the trait label condition (M = 11.19), F(1, 46) = 18.55, p <
.0001. The TB and trait conditions did not differ on the
differentiation score (F < 1, ns).

The circumplex dimension effect also was significant,
F(1, 46) = 5.713, p < .03: Targets were differentiated more
on the status dimension (M = 13.38) than on the affilia-
tion dimension (M = 12.12). The interaction between
dimension and rating mode was not significant (p > .10).

Differentiation among traits. As noted above, trait differ-
entiation was indexed in two ways. First, we calculated
the internal consistencies (alphas). Across the 49 partici-
pants, the alphas were .74 for affiliation scales and .78 for
status scales. The alphas of ratings for the affiliation and
status dimensions were, respectively, .81 and .88 in the
trait label condition, .62 and .69 in the TB condition,
and .77 and .78 in the OB condition.

Our second indicator of differentiation was the mean
deviation index described above. A 3 (rating mode) × 2
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(dimension) ANOVA was performed with the three rat-
ing modes as a between-subjects factor and the two
circumplex dimensions as a repeated measures variable.
Means are plotted in Figure 2.

Rating mode significantly influenced differentiation
scores, F(2, 46) = 3.91, p < .03. As expected, the highest
score was obtained for the TB condition. Planned com-
parisons revealed that differentiation was greater for TBs
compared to OBs and traits, F(1, 46) = 6.54, p < .02. OB
and trait conditions did not differ significantly (p > .24).
The circumplex dimension effect also was significant,
F(1, 46) = 11.61, p < .001. Specifically, the average differ-
entiation score was greater for judgments on affiliation
(M = 7.09) than those on status (M = 6.65). Finally, there
was a significant interaction effect between the factors,
F(2, 43) = 3.93, p < .03. This effect showed that the differ-
entiation between traits was especially strong for the TB-
affiliation condition.

DISCUSSION

The recent affordance conception of traits (Beau-
vois & Dubois, 2000) has given rise to a concrete
operationalization, namely, a set of items describing how
other people respond to a target individual (OBs). This
operationalization provided us the opportunity to elabo-
rate the nature of impression formation in a study of per-
son perception. Results showed that, compared to TB
items, the OB exemplification of traits led to: (a) higher
target differentiation and (b) lower trait differentiation
(i.e., a higher reliability of scales). Such results suggest a
critical examination of some traditional assumptions of
trait psychology.

It appears that defining traits in terms of their func-
tional component (OBs) improves measurement in
terms of the traditional objective of the trait psychology

(Goldberg, 1993), that is, distinguishing individual dif-
ferences. Moreover, the relatively higher consistency of
OB scales within the two dimensions suggests that the
circumplex taxonomy is better expressed in its func-
tional aspects.

This finding is not in accordance with the lexical
hypothesis in which traits are defined descriptively as
trends in behavior. Personality and social psychologists
could thus exploit the OB exemplification of traits to
study person perception and to expand the nature of
personality taxonomies.

Judgments of a target’s utility are thus linked to the
selection of the right person with whom one can have an
adaptive interaction. The functional component of traits
may especially characterize first impressions, where peo-
ple are focused on evaluating spontaneously what they
can do with others rather than analyzing how others are
likely to behave. The common definition of traits as
descriptive categories of behaviors (TBs) now seems too
restrictive. Their descriptive meaning may be more com-
plex from a linguistic point of view (for an extensive dis-
cussion on this topic, see Mollaret, 1998), but their func-
tional component appears predominant in spontaneous
personality judgment. We are currently pursuing
research on this aspect of social judgments. In particular,
we hope to determine to what degree a target’s potential
utility for the judge influences judgments.

Note that there may be social contexts in which trait
labels spontaneously refer to affordance categories. For
example, a personnel selection task should trigger judg-
ments that are more oriented toward a functional knowl-
edge. Indeed, Dubois and Tarquinio (1998) have shown
that OBs were spontaneously provided when social work-
ers had to describe a job applicant. This result is in accor-
dance with Lamiell’s (2000) analysis of the use of person-
ality concepts in institutional contexts (e.g., school,
industry, army): He argues for personality traits as “prac-
tical knowledge,” a notion close to functional knowl-
edge. This practical knowledge enables everyday choices
of social partners but it does not clarify our understand-
ing of human individuality (Lamiell, 2000, p. 7).

As argued above, affordances are interactive in
nature. Theoretically, a question such as “what can you
do with him?” concerns both the judge and the target.
Such questions are central to the Social Relations Model
(Kenny & La Voie, 1984; Marcus & Leatherwood, 1998),
in which unique relationships between actor and part-
ner can be measured. This model is certainly heuristic
for future research on affordances. In this case, it could
be of use to formulate OBs in a dyadic fashion (“He is a
person with whom I would travel”). This line of thought
has been voiced in other research in the circumplex tra-
dition. From the beginning, Leary (1957) argued that
some people are best characterized by the way they
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“pull” certain behaviors from others. More important,
he emphasized that interpersonal events are deter-
mined by the specific combinations of characters
involved. Later, Kiesler and Schmidt (1993) developed
the IMI (Impact Message Inventory) to deepen the study
of interpersonal relations. Items on the IMI ask partici-
pants to express how they feel about a target, for exam-
ple, “When I am with this person, she makes me feel
bossed around.” These items, which are emotional reac-
tions toward the target, are similar to OBs, which can be
conceived as behavioral reactions. Kiesler and Schmidt’s
work again demonstrated the interactive nature of inter-
personal events.

In our study, an impersonal form was used for behav-
ioral statements because our primary concern was the
global assessment of traits. Nevertheless, the judge’s per-
sonal involvement was undoubtedly greater for OBs (e.g.
“somebody who is difficult to talk to”) than for TBs (e.g.,
“somebody who never smiles”). The affordance concept
is in fact inextricably linked to the judge’s personal role
in the social judgment. The present article was not
aimed at investigating all aspects of a Gibsonian view on
social perception. In particular, it did not clarify whether
social affordances were directly perceived or whether
the ecological foundations of Gibson’s (1979) theory
were central to the arguments. Nevertheless, our reason-
ing was based on a Gibsonian meta-theory, which has
rarely been exploited in social perception research.

In addition, the present article did not directly
address the validity of person judgments. Addressing
that issue requires the collection of other sources of data
on the same people, namely, self-descriptions, knowl-
edgeable informants, and behavior. Although the three
ratings modes strongly converged in our study, they were
all based on the same impoverished information. It is
possible that trait labels, TBs, and OBs might diverge as
more information about the targets becomes available.
Finally, the affordance approach suggests that other,
broader forms of validity should be considered in per-
sonality research.

CONCLUSION

Metaphors such as “man as a scientist,” “faulty com-
puter,” or “cognitive miser” have imposed the concep-
tion of a biased social perceiver based on purely analytic
criteria (Funder, 1987). As Leyens (1998) argues, such
studies (in line with the seminal work of Asch, 1946) are
defined by an “individualistic cognitivism.” In contrast, a
Gibsonian approach suggests that person perception
must be evaluated from a pragmatic point of view. This
new approach to person perception has the potential to
clarify our understanding of personality judgments by
highlighting their social function.

NOTE

1. The starting point of Beauvois’s (1990, 1995) conception is
anchored in a more materialist understanding of interpersonal rela-
tionships. In this view, social value is directly linked to current social
hierarchies. These hierarchies can be expressed by personality traits.
For example, Le Poultier and Guéguen (1991) showed that personality
traits correspond to the social value attached to professional training.
In contrast, the circumplex tradition is rooted in a more intra-individ-
ual perspective (including clinical psychology). The social value in
Beauvois’s terms may correspond to the status (or agency) dimension
but, theoretically, social value cannot be reduced to this (see Cambon,
in press).
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