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In this article, we develop a bounded rationality view of the relation between person perception and social behavior. Two theses of this approach are that behaviors vary in their significance to observers, and that observers pursue bounded rather than global utility in forming personality impressions. Observers are expected to be sensitive to targets' overall behavioral tendencies and to the variability of their behavior across situations, but both sensitivities are bounded, being greater for behaviors that directly affect observers' outcomes. In two investigations involving extensive hourly and 6-s observations, we examined the bounded utility of people's impressions of personality, demonstrating how impression accuracy is linked to the significance of behaviors. Observers were sensitive to the organization of aggressive behaviors, but less sensitive to the organization of withdrawn behaviors, even when the consistency of those behaviors was comparable. The results clarify the relation between people's inferential shortcomings in laboratory paradigms and the bounded utility of person perception in the natural environment.



The relation between person perception and personality organization continues to be debated in personality and social psychology. Now, as in its earlier phases, the controversy focuses on how personality impressions of social observers are linked to the behavior of the observed. One category of research has identified people's shortcomings in a range of person perception tasks, including impression formation, causal attribution, and behavioral prediction (Ichheiser, 1949; Jones, 1979; Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Oskamp, 1965; Shweder, 1977). People's ability to assess covariation is limited, presumably making it difficult for them to detect the actual cross-situational consistency of behavior (Chapman & Chapman, 1967; Jennings, Amabile, & Ross, 1982). People prefer dispositional explanations of behavior, even in situations that provide little information about targets' true attitudes or dispositions (Jones, 1979; Ross, 1977). Other evidence has led some to suggest that personality impressions are rooted more in the theories of the observer than in the behavior of the observed (Shweder & D'Andrade, 1980). A general conclusion drawn from this literature is that people are insensitive to situational constraints and the cross-situational variability of behavior (Ross, 1977).



Bounded Rationality and Constraints on the A c c u r a c y o f Person P e r c e p t i o n In this article, we develop an alternate, "bounded rationality" view of social judgment (Simon, 1956, 1983). Like certain other positions (Funder, 1987; McArthur & Baron, 1983; Swann, 1984), the bounded rationality position emphasizes how social judgment is constrained by the nature of the social environment, and it focuses on the conditions under which social perceivers may be able to summarize and predict others' behavior reasonably well. A central theme of this argument is that the environment may be structured in ways that make it unnecessary for people to maximize their gains by making optimal behavioral choices, that is, choices that would be consistent with normative models of decision making under uncertainty. When applied to person perception--arguably a subset of judgment under uncertainty--this "satisficing" argument (Simon, 1956, 1983) suggests that observers strive for their behavioral predictions to have adequate rather than optimal accuracy. Thus, a social creature with relatively modest abilities to forecast others' behavior might enjoy substantial advantages over other creatures with no such abilities (e.g., because of increased ability to avoid harm or promote cooperative exchanges). However, beyond being sensitive to certain robust regularities in others' behavior, further increases in predictive accuracy might provide few additional benefits. Those sensitivities social perceivers have developed may be well-suited to conditions present in everyday social interactions, although poorly suited to tasks created in laboratory experiments on person perception. For example, observers may have occasion to communicate with others about targets' characteristics, may have frequent interactions with targets over long periods of time, and may be able to take advantage of relatively simple role or identity cues in forming personality impressions (McArthur & Baron, 1983; Swann, 1984). In short, judgment strategies that are inadequate for dealing with judgment tasks created in laboratory contexts nev-
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