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ON THE PERCEPTION OF
SOCIAL CONSENSUS

Joachim Krueger

As social creatures, humans continually perceive others and predict what
these others think, feel, and, most importantly, what they will do. Without
predictions of this sort, society quite literally might not be possible. Various
branches of social psychology have addressed questions posed by this basic

need for prediction. Amono the relevant tonics are imonression formation
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1nterpersona1 relations, and group stereotypes. To varying degrees, these
topics involve social perceptions and predictions that must be reasonably
accurate to be effective. Like perceptions of the object world, perceptions
of the social world can become destructive if they are grossly distorted.
Perhaps because of this, social psychologists have dedicated considerable
effort to the study of inferential errors and illusions (Nisbett & Ross,
1980). The guiding hope has been that understanding bias will lead to
improvements in accuracy (Nisbett, 1993). Some of the most prominent
biases are self-related. The perceivers’ own behaviors, values, or simply
their visual perspective uniquely affect their judgments. Such egocentric
variations underscore the subjectivity of social perception. If perceptions
were objective, they might contain some random variation, but no system-
atic variation across perceivers. :

The goal of this chapter is to examine egocentric distortions in perceptlons
of social consensus. The perception of social consensus is the idea that the
thoughts, feelings, and actions of others are similar to one’s own. Social
projection will serve as an umbrella term for the various forms of perceived
consensus. A brief review of the history of projection research will establish
that interest in this phenomenon is old and that it has intrigued investigators
of widely differing theoretical persuasions. Then, the properties and the
output of three current research paradigms will be examined in detail. The
first paradigm conceives of projection as a fallacious inference strategy
arising from higher mental processes; the second conceives of projection as
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a strategy of inductive reasoning that is consistent with normative statistical
principles; and the third conceives of projection as egocentric perception
that may lead to both accurate and erroneous judgments. In the concluding
section, projection is placed in a broader social-psychological context.

I. The Historical Roots of Research on Projection

Empirical evidence for social projection goes as far back as evidence
for any social psychological phenomenon. When Katz and Allport (1931)
surveyed students’ attitudes at Syracuse University, they found that the
more students admitted to cheating on exams, the more they expected
others to cheat. Katz and Allport offered little speculation about the sources
of this correlation, but by labeling this correlation “‘social projection,” they
framed the perceptions of an entire field. The term social projection stuck,
and with it three implicit assumptions. The first assumption, correlation, is
simply that people’s own responses to a stimulus are linearly related to
their estimates concerning the responses of others. The second assumption,
causation, is that people’s own responses cause their consensus estimates
rather than vice versa. The very meaning of the word embodies this view.
To “project” means to throw forth, to attribute, or to generalize a personal
piece of data to the outside world. Its opposite is to “introject,” which
means to throw inside, to assimilate, or to conform. The third assumption,
exaggeration, is that people project too much. It suggests that people should
refrain, at least in part, from projection. Almost without exception, theories
of projection have embraced these assumptions, but have kept them largely
implicit, thus protecting them from scrutiny. One purpose of this chapter
is to make these assumptions explicit and to report some progress toward
a systematic examination of their validity.

Over the decades, theories of projection have come and gone, but the
phenomenon has remained. Early theorists sought to go beyond the contra-
dictory notions of Freudian defense mechanisms. To Horney (1939), projec-
tion was “not essentially different from the tendency to assume naively
that others feel or react in the same manner as we ourselves do”” (p. 26).
Cattell (1944) too saw naiveté at the heart of the matter. To him, projection
was a ‘‘Naive Inference from Limited Personal Experience” (p. 180). During
this period, most empirical work was either atheoretical or loosely linked
to learning theories. Some of the studies of that time are still intriguing
today because of the stimulus materials that were used. For example, raters’
self-reported happiness predicted ratings of the happiness of photographed
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individuals (Goldings, 1954); and the age of participating children predicted
the age they attributed to Peter Pan (Mintz, 1956).

Just when Murstein and Pryer (1959) bemoaned the theoretical infertility
of the field, consistency theories breathed new life into the study of projec-
tion. Heider’s (1958) ideas on cognitive balance inspired the notion of
attributive projection, and cognitive dissonance theory spawned many inge-
nious experiments (e.g., Bramel, 1962). This work was, in part, a response
to Murstein and Pryer’s call for a return to the study of ego-defensive
mechanisms. Yet, there was nothing Freudian about these theories.
Whereas Freudian theory emphasized the projection of traits whose exis-
tence was unconsciously denied in the self, experimental research failed to
support this claim. In his influential review, Holmes (1968) considered it
essential that ‘“‘the individual has a fully conscious attitude or belief”
(p. 249). Then, “because of his naiveté or lack of information about other
persons, he believes that they feel or think as he does” (p. 249). Once
again, the three assumptions leap from the page.

In the seventies, consistency theories lost momentum, but replications of
projection effects continued in increasingly diverse and creatively designed
studies. People’s own behavioral preferences for competition or coopera-
tion predicted how they would expect others to behave (Dawes, Mc-
Tavish, & Shacklee, 1977); their opinions predicted their “looking-glass
perceptions” of public opinion (Fields & Schuman, 1976); and their affect
predicted the kind of affect they detected in others (Nasby, Hayden, &
DePaulo, 1980). The need for a fresh paradigm became urgent, and attribu-
tion theory was the most promising candidate.

IL. Projection as False Consensus

A. ATTRIBUTION

Initially, attribution theorists assumed that most people, like scientists,
infer the causes of behavior through the rational analysis of relevant data.
The central question was whether a behavior revealed more about the
characteristics of the person who engaged in the behavior or about the
characteristics of the situation in which the behavior occurred. Kelley (1967)
proposed that consensus information is one of the cues that provides an
answer. Consensus is the percentage of people who engage in a certain
behavior. If percentages markedly differ from 50%, consensus is high and
attributers may conclude that the situation had a powerful effect on the
behavior of the majority. The minority behaving differently would appear
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