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What is situated social cognition? Certainly, it is not a completely new idea, one 
that has arrived out of whole cloth with no ties to earlier approaches in psychol-
ogy. Indeed, many of its basic themes can be found throughout the history of psy-
chology, as far back as William James, John Dewey, and the American Pragma-
tists (Dewey, 1896), through the Gestaltists (Heidbreder, 1933), and even in some 
measure in modern social cognition research (Fazio, Jackson, Dunton, & Williams, 
1995; Levine, Resnick, & Higgins, 1993). As with historical trends for most broad 
approaches in psychology, the emphasis on situatedness has ebbed and flowed. 
Yet within the lifespan of social cognition research, such an emphasis has largely 
been ignored. Indeed, scholars behind some of the best known effects, paradigms, 
and measures within social cognition not only disregarded situatedness, but were 
often explicitly antagonistic to it, preferring to emphasize the supposed “direct” 
and “context-free” aspects (e.g., Bargh, Chen & Burrows, 1996; Greenwald, Mc-
Ghee, & Schwartz, 1998). 

Recently, traditional paradigms have been challenged in regard to the degree 
to which the expression of stored, stable representations can adequately account 
for social cognitive processes (Barsalou, 2008; Fazio & Olson, 2003; Katzko, 2006; 
Smith & Semin, 2004), and evidence for more general effects of context sensitivity 
has gathered (e.g., Castelli & Tomelleri, 2008; Cesario, Plaks, Hagiwara, Navarrete, 
& Higgins, 2010; Fitzsimons & Fishbach, 2010; Gawronski & Sritharan, 2010; Jonas 
& Sassenberg, 2006; Sechrist and Stangor, 2001; Wittenbrink, Judd, & Park, 2001). 
Indeed, there has been something of a groundswell of research in the last 5–10 
years illustrating the many ways in which social cognition must move beyond 
the early approaches; such research has generally fallen under the terms situated 
cognition, grounded cognition, or contextualized cognition. 
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What then is situated cognition? As defined by Smith and Semin (2004), this ap-
proach advances four core ideas: (1) cognition is for adaptive action; (2) it involves 
both the body and sensori-motor systems; (3) it is situated in an immediate inter-
course with its environment; and (4) it is distributed across other people’s minds. 

Developments both within and outside social psychology have supported these 
core postulates. For example, in the area of automatic social behavior following 
priming of social categories, we have recently reported findings suggesting that 
an understanding of these areas must consider its situated nature (Cesario et al., 
2010) and the self-regulatory significance of social groups and behavioral respons-
es (Cesario & Jonas, 2013). A similar picture emerges in research on indirect mea-
surement as well. Indirect measures have been shown to be dependent on context 
differences on the side of the participants (Richetin, Richardson, & Mason, 2010), 
and also for context variations of the stimulus material itself (Dimmock, Hallett, & 
Grove, 2009; Wittenbrink et al., 2001). Findings from embodiment research point to 
the necessity of considering the physiological state and location of the individual 
(Barsalou, 2008). For sound methodological reasons, we control and restrict the 
richness of the experimental situation. Yet these reasons are not without conse-
quences, as they can limit the range of potential response options available to par-
ticipants. For example, Harmon-Jones demonstrated the influence of body position 
on neural responses related to aggression (Harmon-Jones & Peterson, 2009). The 
utility of a situated approach has also been demonstrated by research in subdis-
ciplines outside of social psychology, across topics as varied as visual perception, 
motor control, and language perception (e.g., Blakemore, Goodbody, & Wolpert, 
1998; Clark, 2013; Friston, 2009, 2010; Hosoya, Baccus, & Meister, 2005; Otten & 
Van Berkum, 2007; Sharma, Dragoi, Tenenbaum, Miller, & Sur, 2003; Van Berkum, 
Brown, Zwitserlood, Kooijman, & Hagoort, 2005; Wolpert & Ghahramani, 2000).

In sum, there is accumulating evidence across subdisciplines of psychology that 
more nuanced, situated theories and methodologies are able to capture the inter-
play of multiple determinants of cognitive processes. This special issue was de-
signed to capitalize on this momentum.

THIS SPECIAL ISSUE 

When thinking about the range of potential submissions for a special issue on 
“situated social cognition,” we aimed at assembling research contributions that 
captured exciting new and classic directions in social cognition, where general 
principles could be understood in light of situational connections and vice versa. 
The special issue is designed to capture research in which context and individual 
cognitive functioning interpenetrate one another. Additionally, we were interested 
in papers that challenge situated approaches or suggest principled ways in which 
situated and non-situated findings could be distinguished. We explicitly issued 
this latter challenge because whenever a new area of research attracts excitement, 
there is the potential danger of over-enthusiasm, such that researchers seek to in-
terpret every finding within the new framework, even when such findings could 
be understood from more traditional approaches. 

The range of submissions only in part covered our expectations. We were for-
tunate to receive many excellent submissions that spanned a wide range of top-
ics, from communication, to social facilitation, to automatic activation of response 
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behaviors. This resulted in a special issue which, we believe, contributes to the 
theoretical and applied understanding of social cognitive processes by emphasiz-
ing the impact of multi-factor influence on cognitive functioning. It captures excit-
ing new directions in social cognition in a manner consistent with the traditional 
interest in process-analytical approaches in our field. 

At the same time, however, research on embodiment clearly dominated the 
themes and approaches chosen, while other paradigms and topics were represent-
ed to a lesser degree. Further, our challenge to outline theoretically derived tests 
to distinguish situated from non-situated approaches was not heeded. This was 
unfortunate, given that the field of embodiment is badly in need of such theoreti-
cal argument. Any study involving manipulation of the body in any way appears 
to have the keyword “embodiment” attached to it, whereas many of these effects 
can likely be explained equally well by classic priming mechanisms. 

When conceptualizing the special issue, we thought it to be a proper moment 
to approach those authors who have largely defined research in this area during 
recent years (Smith & Semin, 2004, 2007). Luckily, these authors agreed and were 
willing to provide both a review and outlook on the field. Again, as in 2004, Semin 
and Smith make use of their conceptual framework of “socially situated cognition” 
and extract two themes from the research in the field. First, contextual character-
istics as well as movements of others are mapped onto the body of the perceiver, 
and second, they point to an emergent process characteristic. They define social 
cognition as emergent, meaning that it influences those determinants that gener-
ate it, rather than the reverse causal direction. Semin and Smith point to the fact 
that much research on socially situated cognition has been undertaken in domains 
adjacent to social psychology, which increases the need for future integration.1

The first empirical paper in this special issue addresses a simple but elegant idea: 
Relevant social contexts prompt situated cognition. By means of coming back to an 
overlooked sibling of the well-known studies by Allport (1920) on social facilita-
tion, namely the spreading-out-of-thought effect, Fonseca and Garcia-Marques test 
the hypothesis that this effect is based on an increased salience of context which 
is in turn processed more deeply. For example, these researchers demonstrate that 
the mere presence of others reduces performance on a field-dependence task, as 
the presence of others broadens thought to “incorporate contextual information in 
cognitive processing.” 

As the second paper, Echterhoff, Kopietz, and Higgins extend research on shared 
reality by investigating, within the context of the audience tuning effect, whether 
communicators’ memory is sensitive to changes in their relation to the audience. 
The memory adjustment can be interpreted as a reflection of the situatedness of 
the shared reality that was relevant during the communication act itself.

1. It is noteworthy that the title of this special issue differs in word order from the description 
used by Semin and Smith. While we titled the special issue “situated social cognition,” these authors 
chose the term “socially situated cognition.” The difference is not only a shift in word order, but 
has programmatic implications. Whereas socially situated cognition refers to a broader group of 
paradigms and research, it limits its situation to social contexts. The term we used, situated social 
cognition, is somewhat more exclusive in the associated range of paradigms, but is more open to 
non-social situational influences. We made use of this word order effect by trying to arrange the 
papers in this special issue along those lines. Starting with basic cognitive effects that are subject 
to socially situational influence, we move to research that is less socially situated, but non-socially 
contextualized.
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Leander and Shah investigate a contextualization of goal contagion. In line with 
our structuring of the papers in the special issue, this approach also uses a social 
influence paradigm and modulates it by employing non-social contextualization. 
The mere presence of others, who are not functionally related to one’s own behav-
ior, lead to a change in goal-driven actions.

The fourth paper in line turns to construal level theory and continues the inter-
personal interaction context set by Echterhoff and colleagues. Jiga-Boy, Clark, and 
Semin extend existing research and theory on construal level by incorporating the 
interpersonal context. Set in a conversation context, their results show that typical 
effects of temporal distance, for example more abstraction given larger temporal 
distance, get overruled by the incorporation of the interaction partner’s knowl-
edge on the topic. Their results extend our understanding of construal level from a 
merely intra-individual to an inter-personal process and once again root construal 
level theory within socially situated cognition.

The fifth paper also points to a tuning effect, but does so on a much larger scale. 
While the previous approaches investigated specific audiences or interpersonal 
contexts, the next papers address relevant cultural embedding. More specifically, 
the effect of culture on interpersonal evaluation above and beyond methodologi-
cal constraints is tested. Uskul, Oyserman, Schwarz, Lee, and Xu show that culture 
and rating format interact with rating target to influence response patterns. Their 
results underline that when responding to a question, respondents must make cul-
turally relevant, context-sensitive pragmatic inferences about what the question 
means to them, given a specific cultural backdrop. 

Kühnen, Hannover, Pöhlmann, and Roeder also use cultural variation as a setting 
for studying situated effects. These researchers use an attribution paradigm to test 
the impact of primed self-construals. Context (in)dependency is thus a relevant 
predictor of attributional direction.

The next paper draws on a different embodiment effect, namely that of “power 
poses.” While one perspective on embodiment posits that bodily states exert di-
rect, context-free effects on psychological states, Cesario and McDonald propose in-
stead that bodily states influence one’s action ecology by supplying information 
about what actions are possible or limited by external restraints. They show in two 
studies that expansive and constrictive poses influenced power-related decisions 
only when held in an interpersonal context, or in line with social roles. 

Testing a typical embodiment effect, Steidle, Hanke, and Werth focus on the effects 
of the physical environment on social cognition and behavior. In their research, 
they differentiate between the embodiment of contents and procedures and un-
cover the underlying processes of an embodied procedure. Using a lightness vs. 
darkness manipulation on self-construal and cooperation, their results reveal that 
darkness triggers interdependent self-construal, which in turn promotes coopera-
tion. 

The final paper in the special issue addresses an innovative extension of the au-
tomatic response behavior paradigm (Jonas & Sassenberg, 2006). While response 
selection has been investigated, other dependent variables, such as visual attention 
processes, have yet not been tested. Faber and Jonas build on research on automatic 
behavior that has shown how contexualized social category priming can activate 
unique responses toward such categories. Their results show that visual attention 
is affected by contextualized social category primes and that context determined 
attention to functional means for the behavioral response. 
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The assembled collection of manuscripts on situated social cognition span across 
a wide range of topics and build connections across disparate areas of study. This 
issue could be especially valuable for research groups who either work on social 
cognitive processes, and thus would benefit from being informed about situational 
influences, or who are actively interested in integrating existing social cognitive 
approaches into larger applied constructs, such as intercultural effects, military, 
consumer behavior, or disaster psychology. More and more, “pure” research 
that used to proceed unconnected to life outside the laboratory is moving into 
the realm of impacting policy decisions (Nosek & Riskind, 2012). If the field ac-
cepts this challenge, it must, while safeguarding its experimental rigor, take on the 
related challenges and offer findings that bear a broader ecological validity. The 
missing links that fit between abstract processes obtained in the lab and applicable 
findings have to be closed. We hope that this special issue will serve to help close 
these gaps.
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