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After three decades of research, it remains unclear whether actors use equal status
information in status-generalizing processes. In this article we use the graph-theoretic
interpretation of status-characteristic theory to examine the question. The analysis sug-
gests that equating information can produce substantial changes in individual expecta-
tions for actors differentiated on one or more status characteristics. Sizable changes in
expectations, however, produce only very small effects on behavior as measured by the
probability of self-responses or P(S). The analysis shows that stable P(S) values are
consistent with both the use of equal-status information and the failure to use such
information. We conclude with a discussion of theoretical and practical implications
of the findings and suggestions for further research.

The theory of status characteristics and
expectation states (Berger, Cohen, and

Zelditch 1966, 1972; Berger, et al. 1977; "

Berger and Zelditch 1998) offers the most
comprehensive understanding of status-
organizing processes available to micro-ana-
lytic researchers. The theory explains how
interactants use differences on specific and
diffuse status characteristics to create hierar-
chical patterns of power, influence, and pres-
tige in task groups. For more than four
decades, researchers have tested successive
theoretical refinements and have compiled
an impressive record of confirmatory find-
ings.

In the late 1960s, status characteristic
researchers raised questions about the role
played by equal status in status-organizing
processes (Cohen, Kiker, and Kruse 1969).
Crucial issues concern whether actors use
equating information and, if they do so, how
such information affects expectations and
behavior. In this article we revisit the equat-
ing-information question beginning with a
brief discussion of the problem. Next we use
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suggestions on earlier versions. Direct comments to
the first author at the Department of Sociology, 400
Social Sciences Building, University of Arizona,
Tucson, AZ 85721-0027 (hawalker@u.arizona.edu).

the theory’s graphic formulation to estimate
expectations for individuals, expectation
advantages, and the probability of self-
responses, P(S), for equal-status situations.
We conclude by discussing the implications
of our analysis for theory development and
for understanding practical consequences of
status-generalizing processes, and we make
suggestions for future research.

STATUS CHARACTERISTICS AND
SOCIAL INTERACTION

Status characteristic theory explains the
relationship between an actor’s standing
(relative to co-acting partners) on status
characteristics and the organization of task
behavior (Berger et al. 1966, 1972, 1977,
Berger and Zelditch 1998).! It describes a
burden-of-proof process through which
actors use status information to infer perfor-
mance expectations. In turn, the theory
claims that performance expectations orga-
nize interaction: group members for whom

1 We do not provide a detailed summary of the
theory here. Instead we direct readers to the initial
and graph-theoretic formulations of the theory
(Berger et al. 1966; Berger et al. 1977). Berger et al.
(1977) offer full specification of the theory, its scope
restrictions, and operational procedures. Berger,
Fisek, and Norman (1998) and Wagner and Berger
(1993) provide concise, nontechnical summaries of
developments in the theoretical research program.
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expectations are higher enact more power-
ful, more influential, and more prestigious
behaviors than those for whom expectations
are lower.

Theorists restricted the initial formula-
tion to situations containing a single differ-
entiated diffuse characteristic (Berger et al.
1966). Situations in which actors held equal
status on one or more characteristics lay out-
side the theory’s scope. Publicly the theorists
expressed uncertainty about whether actors
use equating information in the burden-of-
proof process (Berger et al. 1972; Berger and
Fisek 1974). They assumed, however, that
equal-status information would not reduce
the effects of differentiated status on the
behaviors that make up observable power
and prestige orders (Berger et al. 1977:57).
In contrast, Kervin (1974, 1977) expressed a
less equivocal view, arguing that actors use
both differentiating and equating informa-
tion. He also assumed that interactants
assign equal and average ability to them-
selves and to others when they lack informa-
tion about their standing on salient charac-
teristics.

In the 1970s, status-characteristic theo-
rists extended their ideas to multiple charac-
teristics and introduced a graphic formula-
tion (Berger et al. 1977). The graph-theoretic
version of the theory implies that equating
characteristics may become salient in status-
organizing processes (and that actors may
use such information), but only when they
are connected to the task. Officially the the-
ory remains silent on whether actors use
equal-status information in the status-gener-
alization process (Berger et al. 1998:203,
note 2).

Empirical Findings

A few studies compare influence pat-
terns among status-differentiated actors with
those of actors who possess both differenti-
ated and equated status (Cohen et al. 1969;
Greenstein and Knottnerus 1980; Martin
and Sell 1985; Seashore 1968; Webster and
Berger 1975; Webster 1977). Using tradition-
al measures of status effects, such as P(S),
none of these investigators report statistical-
ly significant differences between the com-
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parison groups. Nevertheless, they offer dif-
ferent interpretations of their findings.

Seashore (1968) created four experi-
mental treatments in which female subjects
(Ss) held, in comparison with their partners,
(1) equal status on gender and educational
status and higher race status, (2) equal status
on race and gender and lower educational
status, (3) equal status on gender, higher
race status, and lower educational status, and
(4) equal status on all three characteristics.
Seashore found no significant between-
treatment differences in P(S), the most com-
mon measure of status effects in status-char-
acteristic experiments.?

Cobhen et al. (1969) reviewed Seashore’s
findings and speculated that equal-status
information dampens or eliminates the
effects of differentiated status. Their experi-
ment studied Ss who held (1) high race sta-
tus, (2) high race status and equal age status,
(3) low educational status, and (4) low edu-
cational status and equal age status. The
investigators reported similar P(S) values
for all four experimental treatments and
concluded—in keeping with their hypothe-
sis—that equal-status information dampens
the effects of status differentiation.’

Webster and Berger (1975), Webster
(1977), Greenstein and Knottnerus (1980),
and Martin and Sell (1985) also studied the
effects of equating characteristics. (Also see
Balkwell 1991:144-45 for a discussion of
research by Berger, Fisek, and Crosbie 1970
and Webster 1977.) Each study compared

2 Seashore’s study focused on the effects of incon-
gruent status (i.e., situations such as Treatment 3 in
which actors possess inconsistent rank on two or
more status dimensions). Her findings motivated the
research on equal status conducted by Cohen et al.
(1969). Neither study has been published. Our discus-
sion of these and other unpublished studies (e.g.,
Berger, Fisek, and Crosbie (1970); Webster and
Berger (1975)), draws on Seashore (1968) and on
summaries in Balkwell (1991), Berger et al. (1977),
and Webster (1977). Below we discuss Seashore’s
failure to find any significant between-treatment dif-
ferences.

3 We express reservations about this interpreta-
tion. Support for their conclusions requires the fol-
lowing ordering of results for the four experimental
treatments: P(S), > P(S), and P(S), < P(S),. The
absence of pairwise differences for Treatments 1 and
2 or 3 and 4 suggests that equating information had
no effect on the behavior of either high- or low-sta-
tus Ss.
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situations in which subjects held only differ-
entiated status with situations in which
actors held both differentiated and equated
statuses. None of the studies reported signifi-
cant equating effects on behavior. Webster
(1977) interpreted his findings as evidence
against Kervin’s assumption that actors
assign equal and average status to character-
istics for which they lack status information.
All concluded that actors do not use equal-
status information in the status-generaliza-
tion process. Finally, Balkwell (1991) con-
ducted goodness-of-fit tests on data collect-
ed by Berger et al. (1970) and Webster
(1977) and concluded that equating informa-
tion becomes salient only if the equating
characteristic is connected to the task. We
return to Balkwell’s analysis in our discus-
sion.

EQUATING CHARACTERISTICS:
ANOTHER LOOK

Here, we apply the graph-theoretic
model of status-characteristic theory to the
equating-characteristics problem. We esti-
mate equating effects on actors’ expecta-
tions, aggregated expectations, and power
and prestige as measured by P(S).

Figure 1 describes a basic status situa-
tion in which two actors, P and O, possess
different states of a diffuse characteristic D.
The theory’s scope conditions require P and
O to work at a task that has both successful
(T+) and unsuccessful (T-) outcomes. In
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addition, P and O believe that success at the
task requires some instrumental ability (C*).

The solid lines that connect P and O to
states of D (D+ and D-) in Figure 1 repre-
sent possession. The signed path that con-
nects oppositely evaluated states of D sym-
bolizes a dimensionality relation.* Finally,
the lines that connect states of D to states of
I', and states of C* to states of T, represent
relevance relations. The theory’s burden-of-
proof assumption implies the (induced) rele-
vance relations represented by dashed lines.
That is, the theory claims that actors use
information about Ds and their associated
general performance expectation states to
assign states of the instrumental task charac-
teristic (C*) to self and to other.

Figure 1 shows that two positive paths of
lengths 4 and 5 connect P to task-outcome
states (P-D*-I'*-C**-T* and P-D*-D—I"—
C*—T-).5 The graph is symmetrical, and neg-
ative paths of lengths 4 and 5 connect O to
task outcome states. We use Walker’s
(1999a) program for estimating expectations,

4 Dimensionality relations connect differentiated
states of Ds and Cs when actors in a given situation
actually possess those states. Dimensionality rela-
tions have negative valences.

5 The valence of a path is the product of the signed
lines that constitute it times the sign of the terminus
(T or T*). The path (P-D*-D~-I"—C ~—T") consists of
five line segments—one of which, the dimensionality
relation (D*-D"), is negative—and a negative task-
outcome state. The five-segment line carries a posi-
tive valence.

D+

'+

C*+ T+

e

C*- T-

Figure 1. Basic Status Situation
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expectation advantage, and P(S) as in Eq. 1.
We set the parameters m = .66 and g = .153.6
As the theory predicts, estimates of expecta-
tions for P and O differ (e, = .183, ¢, =
—.183) and P holds a positive expectation
advantage (e, — e, = .366). Finally, estimates
show higher P(S) values for P (P(S), = .716,
P(S)o = .604).

P(S) =m +q(ep—e) M

P and O hold high and low status
respectively on D, but possess equally high
status on the specific characteristic, C1, in
Figure 2. Compared with Figure 1, Figure 2
contains two new positive four-paths that
connect P and O to the positive task-out-
come state, T+ (P-C,*-1*-Y*-T* and
O-C,*-1*-Y*-T*).” Estimates for Figure 2
show more positive expectations for both
actors than do estimates for Figure 1 (equal
status e, = .294, basic situation e, = .183;
equal status e, = —.047, basic situation e, =
-.183). Expectations for O change more
(+.136) than those for P (+.111).
Consequently, equal status reduces P’s
expectation advantage in relation to the
basic situation (.341 versus .366) and P(S)
values converge (P(S), = .712, P(S), = .608,
difference = .104 versus .112).8 Adding more
equating characteristics produces slightly
greater convergence in expectations and
P(S). For example, differences in P(S)

6 The parameters m and g vary with characteristics
of subject populations and settings respectively
(Berger et al. 1977). In an earlier version of this
paper, we set m = .66 and g = .1 in keeping with an
example used by Berger et al. (1977:133). An ad hoc
reviewer suggested that our analysis might be affect-
ed substantially if we used larger estimates of g. In
this version, we set m as before but set g = .153.
Berger et al. estimate this value for a study conduct-
ed by Freese (1974). It is the largest of 12 estimates
they report. Our use of the higher value does not
change any of our substantive conclusions.

7The process that connects specific characteristics
to task outcome states (through T and Y) is analo-
gous to the process that connects diffuse characteris-
tics to instrumental characteristics. The symbol 1 rep-
resents a specific task outcome; Y stands for abstract
task ability. (See Berger et al. 1977:97-98, 108-109.)

8 Equating actors on status characteristics adds an
equal number of identical paths for each actor. Small
differences in effects result from simultaneous opera-
tion of attenuation and inconsistency effects (Berger
et al. 1977).
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decline from .112 in the basic situation to
.088 when we equate differentiated actors on
four specific characteristics.

A Special Case: Equal and Average Status

Kervin (1977) assumed that actors are
completely uncertain about their prospects
for task success when they hold equal and
average status. Consider an actor who learns
that both she and her partner scored either
20 percent or 85 percent on a test of the abil-
ity C,. She can justifiably assign low perfor-
mance expectations to herself and her part-
ner when given the first score, or high expec-
tations when they receive the second score.
On the other hand, we suspect that she will
find it difficult to infer either high or-low
expectations when she and her partner pos-
sess equal and average ability (e.g., they
score 50 percent on C,).

We estimate two models for actors dif-
ferentiated on a D and assigned equal and
average ability on a C. The first model
assumes that actors are equally likely to
assign high or low status to self and to other.
This stochastic model generates estimates
equivalent to the mean of estimates for
actors who possess equally high and equally
low status. Estimates for individual expecta-
tions are weaker than for the basic situation
(ep = 171, e, = —.171), but P(S) values are
identical to those for actors who hold equal-
ly high or equally low status (P(S), = .712,
P(S), = .608, difference = .104).

The second estimates use a “switching”
model which assumes that actors alternate
randomly from high to low status on succes-
sive trials. To produce these estimates, we
add both negative and positive four-paths to
the basic differentiated structure. Under the
switching model, expectations are weaker
than under the stochastic model but remain
symmetric while the P(S) gap closes ever
more slightly (e, = .158, e, = -.158; P(S), =
708, P(S),, = -612, difference = .096).

DISCUSSION

Basic Results

The analysis reported here uncovers
three regularities. First, it shows that equat-
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Figure 2. Status Structure With a Differentiating and Equating Characteristic

ing information can produce sizable effects
on individual expectations. (See the statisti-
cal summary in Table 1.)° Second, high-equal
and low-equal status produce changes in
expectations that are identical in sign and of
comparable size for high- and low-status
actors. The pattern holds for both Ds and Cs,
although instrumental characteristics (C*)
produce larger effects because they involve
shorter paths of relevance (i.e., lengths of 2
and 3 rather than 4 and 5). Third, and follow-
ing from the first two findings, sizable
changes in expectations have only small
effects on expectation advantages and behav-
ior.

The last observation follows from a key
argument of status-characteristic theory:
behavioral differences (e.g., as measured by
P(S)) reflect relative expectations rather
than the size of individual expectations.
Consequently, small increments (or decre-
ments) in expectation advantages produce
minimal effects on differences in P’s and O’s
P(S) or other status-related behaviors.

The special case of equal and average
status offers the only variation from these
general observations. The stochastic model
estimates show that changes in expectations
are identical for low- and high-status actors,
but the signs of the effects differ.
Expectations for high-status actors become
less positive, while those for low-status
actors become more positive.!? Estimates for

9 All data entries are rounded to two decimal
places.
10 Readers familiar with status characteristic

expectation advantages and P(S), however,
are identical to those for actors who possess
high-equal and low-equal status. (Compare
Lines 2, 3, and 6 in Table 1.) The switching
model estimates show larger effects on
expectations. (Compare Lines 6 and 7 in
Table 1.) As a result, expectation advan-
tages, and differences in P(S) are smaller
than estimates for the stochastic model.!1

This last observation bears on Balkwell’s
goodness-of-fit tests for Webster’s (1977)
data. Balkwell (1991) tested two models: one
assumes salience for equal and average sta-
tus, and the other assumes that the informa-
tion is not salient. Balkwell’s predictions for
the “salience” model are identical to those
we derive from our switching model.
(Results are not shown, but see Balkwell
1991, Table 9.) The “no salience” model fits
Webster’s data, but the “salience” model fits
poorly. Balkwell concludes that equating
information becomes salient only when focal
characteristics are task-connected.

As we pointed out above, the switching
model offers only one set of plausible esti-

research will recognize the similarity of this effect to
the effect of incongruent or inconsistent status. (See
note 2 above; below see our discussion of Hembroff,
Martin, and Sell 1981.)

11 The stochastic model estimates P(S) differences
of .088 for actors differentiated on one characteristic
and holding equal but average status on four specific
characteristics. The result is identical to that for four
equally high characteristics (see Line 4 in Table 1).
The switching model estimate is .063. (See Line 8 in
Table 1, and compare both equal and average results
with estimates for the basic situation on Line 1.)
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Table 1. Effects of Selected Equal Status Situations on Expectations, Expectation Advantage, and P(S) for

Actors Differentiated on a Diffuse Characteristic

O @ 6 & ©®) ©® @O O
Change
ép—¢o
(From
Equating Characteristic e, e, eye, Linel) P(S), P(S), (6-7)
1.None 18 -18 .36 72 .60 a1
2.C (High) 29 -05 .34 -.02 71 .61 .10
3.C (Low) 05 -29 .34 -.02 7 .61 .10
4.C,,C,, C,,C, (All High) .54 26 .28 -.08 .70 62 .09
5.C* (High) .70 45 25 -11 .70 .62 .08
6. C(Average/Stochastic) 17 =17 34 -.02 71 .61 .10
7. C(Average/Switching) 16 -16 32 -.05 71 .61 .10
8.C,,C,, C,, C, (All Average/Switching) 10 -10 20 -.16 .69 .63 .06

mates. We duplicated Balkwell’s test using
our stochastic model. (Results are not
shown.) The new estimates reduce differ-
ences between predictions and Webster’s
data by approximately 80 percent for high-
status actors and almost 90 percent for low-
status actors. The new estimates improve the
fit of the “salience” model; consequently
they change assessments of the relative
validity of the “salience” and the “no-
salience” models because both fit the data.

Using Theory to Guide Analysis

Our analysis shows two benefits of using
theory rather than intuition to guide
research and analysis. First, analyses based
on theory can uncover phenomena or sug-
gest hypotheses that are otherwise unantici-
pated. Second, theory-based analyses help
researchers to interpret previously uninter-
pretable findings or findings susceptible to
multiple interpretations.

Intuition apparently led some investiga-
tors to predict that (1) equating information
weakens expectations for high-status actors
and strengthens those for low-status actors.
This idea combined with the theory, suggests
two additional hypotheses: (2) equating
information reduces (or eliminates) expecta-
tion advantage for high-status compared
with low-status actors, and (3) equating
information reduces (or eliminates) status-
based differences in power, prestige, and
influence.

We show that equating information
weakens or strengthens expectations uni-
formly for high- and low-status actors,

depending on the character of the informa-
tion. Only equal and average status produces
effects consistent with the first hypothesis
based on intuition. As the present analysis
also shows, status-characteristic theory
implies that equal-status information has
minimal effects on expectation advantage
and status-based behavior. As a result, stable
P(S) values follow from either the use or the
failure to use equal-status information in sta-
tus-organizing processes. We use this last
implication of the theory in our evaluation
of existing research.

Fit with Existing Data

Our analysis is consistent with all find-
ings from equating-characteristics research
(Cohen et al. 1969; Greenstein and
Knottnerus 1980; Martin and Sell 1985;
Seashore 1968; Webster 1977). All compare
responses of Ss differentiated on at least one
status characteristic with Ss who possess dif-
ferentiated and equated statuses. None
report equal status effects. In addition, our
application of the graphic model to
Seashore’s (1968) findings makes sense of
previously incomprehensible findings.

Our analysis offers insight into the con-
troversy that centered on Seashore’s failure
to find significant differences between E-E-
H and E-L-E treatments. We estimated P(S)
values for Seashore’s four experimental
treatments, setting m = .62 (the observed
value for Ss equated on all three study char-
acteristics) and g = .153. The g value pro-
duces the most liberal estimate of status
effects on P(S). Our estimates (in italics)
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compare favorably with Seashore’s observa-
tions (E-E-H = .67 and .63; E-L-E = .57 and
.61; E-L-H = .62 and .60; E-E-E = .62 and
.62). We used Seashore’s treatment variances
and the predicted values for high- and low-
status Ss equated on two characteristics (.67
and .57) and found that the differences were
statistically significant. The observed values
(.63 and .61), however, fall within the 95 per-
cent confidence intervals surrounding the
predicted values. Seashore’s findings seem to
represent a remarkable coincidence of
chance fluctuations.

We describe other findings that fit our
analysis. Hembroff, Martin, and Sell (1981)
studied the effects of total performance
inconsistency on status-generalization
processes.!? Total performance inconsistency
exists when actors hold inconsistently differ-
entiated statuses on two or more perfor-
mance characteristics. Hembroff et al.
argued that actors ignore totally inconsistent
performance information, and studied the
effects of two totally inconsistent perfor-
mance sets. In the first set, actors were dif-
ferentiated but were assigned inconsistent
status on two characteristics (1H1L and
1L1H). In the second, actors held totally
inconsistent performance status on four
characteristics (2H2L and 2L.2H).

The situations discussed by Hembroff et
al. differ structurally from equal-status situa-
tions. They possess the virtue of analytic sim-
ilarity because the graph-theoretic model
does not distinguish qualitative differences
in characteristics. Situations in which two
actors hold HL and LH status respectively
on C, and C, are analytically identical to sit-
uations in which actors hold HL and HL sta-
tus on the same characteristics. Hembroff et
al. reported substantial differences in P(S)
responses for high- and low-status Ss differ-
entiated on a single characteristic. Their
responses, however, were indistinguishable
from those of Ss differentiated on the same
characteristic and totally inconsistent on the
four-characteristic performance set (H ver-

12 We are grateful to an ad hoc reviewer who
directed our attention to this paper as an example of
equal-status research. As we show below, the study
does not establish equal status, but it creates condi-
tions that are analytically similar to equal-status situ-
ations.
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sus H-2H2L and L versus L-2H2L). The
result is consistent with predictions from our
application of the graphic formulation to the
study conditions.

IMPLICATIONS

Our analysis has important implications
for understanding status-organizing process-
es as they unfold in the laboratory and in
naturally occurring groups. Human groups
normally exhibit high levels of homophily.
Similarly, pioneering laboratory studies of
the emergence of power and prestige orders
began with groups whose members initially
were status equals (Bales 1950). Yet despite
their essential similarity, members of-such
groups quickly established stable power and
prestige hierarchies after they established
performance inequalities.

The present analysis implies stable dif-
ferentiation in task groups without substan-
tial changes in actors’ perceptions of their
relative status on instrumental characteris-
tics, or on characteristics highly correlated
with them. Assigning actors inconsistent sta-
tus on additional status characteristics cre-
ates fundamental change in their status rela-
tions. Assigning them equal status on addi-
tional characteristics does not produce
change.

Our work suggests a deeper understand-
ing of the incredible stability of status rela-
tions in natural settings among actors differ-
entiated on diffuse characteristics such as
race or gender.’® Our analysis implies that
equating persons who are differentiated on
diffuse characteristics will have only a limit-
ed effect on the stability of established
power and prestige hierarchies.

13 We are aware that “routine” interaction fails to
meet some of the theory’s scope limitations. For
example, such situations appear to violate the
requirement that group members work at a collec-
tive task. We respond in two ways. First, many (possi-
bly most) groups focus on some collective purpose;
students of group processes may define “task group”
too narrowly. Second, the evidence seems to show
clearly that status-generalization processes are
required to establish diffuse characteristics (see Jasso
1991; Ridgeway 1991; Ridgeway et al. 1998; Webster
and Hysom 1998). Perhaps the time has come to
relax this scope restriction.
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Research shows that status interventions
can moderate or even reverse the effects of
status differences. Successful interventions
either (1) provide actors with inconsistent-
status information (e.g., information imply-
ing high ability for low-status actors and low
ability for high-status actors) as in several
laboratory studies (Cohen and Roper 1972;
Foddy and Smithson 1997; Markovsky,
Berger, and Smith 1984; Pugh and Wahrman
1983; Wagner, Ford, and Ford 1986;), or (2)
provide equal-status information for charac-
teristics that actors believe are closely asso-
ciated with states of the focal diffuse charac-
teristic (Robinson and Preston 1976).

We speculate that the second interven-
tion technique in effect dissociates initially
associated specific characteristics from dif-
fuse characteristics. For example, some
believe that blacks’ athletic skills are superi-
or to those of whites. Interactants who learn
that white athletes possess athletic ability
equal to that of their black counterparts may
eventually dissociate athletic ability from
race.’* Complete dissociation of specific
characteristics from social categories creates
situations free of prejudice, or what experts
on intergroup relations call “color blind-
ness.”

These observations suggest the practical
importance of our findings and indicate the
need to revise theoretical understandings of
the equating-characteristics phenomenon.
Policy makers currently focus on ways to
create legal and practical equality of status-
differentiated social groups (e.g., women and
men, or persons who possess disparate sexu-
al identities). Our analysis implies that mak-
ing successful social policy in this arena may
depend ultimately on social science under-
standings of the role played by equal-status
information in status-organizing processes
(Walker 1999b).

14 We reason that one instance may be insufficient
to change general expectations. On the other hand,
whether dissociation is episode-specific for expecta-
tions held for specific individuals or whether it car-
ries over to other situations is an important question
warranting further investigation. See Markovsky et
al. (1984) for evidence that, under certain conditions,
the effects of status information transfer to new situ-
ations.
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Prospects for Future Research

We began our examination of the equat-
ing-characteristics problem with three ques-
tions: How does equating information affect
actors’ expectations for self and for others?
How does such information affect existing
expectations based in status differentiation?
How does equal-status information affect
expectation advantage and behavior? Our
research provides provocative answers to
these questions. Unfortunately, our analysis
is silent on the most important question: Do
actors use equating information in the bur-
den-of-proof process? Our research makes
clear that researchers cannot properly infer
an answer to this question from existing
data. Our analysis, however, suggests a“way
of resolving the issue: equal-status informa-
tion, if used, ought to produce changes in
individual expectations. Investigative tech-
niques that measure effects of changes in
individual expectations permit researchers
to discover whether actors use equating
information in status-organizing processes.

We identify two techniques that may
offer greater insight into the role of equal-
status information in status-generalization
processes. Each depends on analyzing equal-
status effects on individual expectations. The
first uses paper-and-pencil evaluations; the
second depends on physiological indicators.

Zeller and Warnecke (1973) studied the
effects of status differences on the allocation
of task responsibility. The researchers used
Ss’ paper-and-pencil evaluations to estimate
perceived general competence, an idea that is
conceptually similar to a general perfor-
mance expectation. Zeller and Warnecke
obtained Ss’ responses to nine questionnaire
items; using factor analysis on seven items,
they identified three component factors.
Their analysis suggests that a process model
containing the perceived general compe-
tence factor fits their data best.

Webster and Driskell (1978, 1983) used
a modification of the Zeller and Warnecke
technique as a secondary measure, and
reported that it correlates well with both sta-
tus information and P(S). In related
research, Foschi (1989, 1996) used paper-
and-pencil responses to elicit Ss’ estimates
of standards for ability or lack of ability.
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Similarly, Spencer and Steele (1995; Spencer,
Steele, and Quinn 1999) used paper-and-
pencil tests to measure women’s expecta-
tions for mathematics performance.

We observe that in each of these studies,
questionnaires were administered after Ss
completed the performance phase. As a
result, it is not clear whether expectations
vary with status or with performances affect-
ed by status differences. This question is
answered easily by administering question-
naires immediately after status manipula-
tions.

Our second suggestion involves the use
of physiological measures, a technique with
few precedents in the status-characteristic
program or in sociology. In one study, Harris
(1981) established status differences experi-
mentally in the standard status-characteristic
setting. He argued (1) that status differences
affect attention to the task, and (2) that dif-
ferences in attention cause different patterns
of brain activity. He monitored brain wave
functions as subjects worked a standard task,
and reported significant differences in brain-
wave patterns for high- and low-status sub-
jects.

More recently, Steele and his associates
(personal communication with the first
author) studied race differences in standard-
ized test performances by activating race
status in some experimental treatments but
not in others. (For descriptions of the basic
techniques, see Steele and Aronson 1995.)
The researchers took blood pressure read-
ings from subjects in both treatments. They
reported significant between-treatment dif-
ferences in blood pressures for low-status
(black) but not for high-status (white) sub-
jects. Steele and his associates presumed that
stereotype threat, their principal mediating
construct, created stress for low-status actors
and that differences in blood pressure
reflected the increased levels of stress. Taken
together, Harris’s and Steele’s studies sug-
gest that physiological states reflect changes
generated by status processes. We argue that
they offer a plausible avenue for investigat-
ing questions about the role of equating
information in status-generalizing processes.
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CONCLUSION

Our research shows that equal-status
information can create substantial effects on
expectations if actors use it in the burden-of-
proof process. We show as well that status
effects on conventional influence measures
are probably too small to permit reliable
inferences about whether actors use such
information. We suggest two investigative
techniques that may prove more fruitful.
Both methods measure the effects of varia-
tion in individual rather than relative expec-
tations. We expect research using such mea-
sures to increase our understanding of the
role played by equal-status information in
status-organizing processes.
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