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The authors investigated the evaluative consequences of sequential performance judgments. Recent
social comparison research has suggested that performance judgments may be influenced by judgments
about a preceding performance. Specifically, performance judgments may be assimilated to judgments of
the preceding performance if judges focus on similarities between the two. If judges focus on differences,
however, contrast may ensue. The authors examined sequential performance judgments, using data
gathered from the 2004 Olympic Games as well as data gathered in the laboratory with students or
experienced gymnastics judges as participants. Sequential performance judgments were influenced by
previously judged performances, and the direction of this influence depended on the degree of perceived
similarity between the successive performances.
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Whether people’s performances lead to success or failure often
depends on how others evaluate and judge these performances.
Oftentimes, such performance judgments are made in sequence, so
that multiple performances are judged in successive order. In the
case of a job interview, for example, personnel managers welcome
several candidates at the interview—one after another. Succes-
sively, they form an impression of each of the applicants in order
to make a final decision about whom to hire. One realm that is
particularly rich with examples of sequential performance judg-
ments is the realm of sport. In many sports, an athlete’s perfor-
mance cannot be measured in terms of speed, distance, or points,
as is the case in racing, swimming, or tennis, for example. In sports
like figure skating, springboard diving, or gymnastics, however,
the performances of consecutively starting athletes have to be
assessed by judges (Landers, 1970). In fact, according to Stefani
(1998), almost one third of all sports that are recognized by the
International Olympic Committee have a performance-rating sys-
tem in which judging plays a major role. Thus, in many sports,
success and failure are determined by sequential performance
judgments that are made by experienced judges.

How does this sequential nature of performance judgments—in
sports and otherwise—influence the outcome of the judgment

process? Whether judgments of preceding stimuli in a sequence
influence the rating of a target stimulus has been the focus of much
empirical research, mostly in the field of psychophysics (Eiser,
1990; Wedell & Parducci, 2000). This research has repeatedly
shown that judgments are affected by the context in which the
target stimulus is presented, and thus by the nature of the stimuli
that are encountered and judged prior to the target. In this litera-
ture, contrast effects have consistently been found (see Wyer &
Srull, 1989). In particular, judgments of moderate stimuli in a
series are often displaced away from extreme or distant stimuli.
This effect has been shown across different physical dimensions,
such as weight (D. R. Brown, 1953; Sherif, Taub, & Hovland,
1958), lengths of lines (Krantz & Campbell, 1961), sizes of
squares (Parducci, Perrett, & Marsh, 1969), and shape (Helson &
Kozaki, 1968). In much the same way, judgments about target
properties that are less psychophysically and more socially defined
are often contrasted away from previously encountered stimuli. In
fact, such contrast effects have been observed for judgments about
attitudes (Hovland, Harvey, & Sherif, 1957), the pleasantness of
facial expressions (Manis, 1971), happiness (Parducci, 1968;
Wedell & Parducci, 1988), attractiveness (Kenrick & Gutierres,
1980; Kernis & Wheeler, 1981; Wedell, Parducci, & Geiselman,
1987), and fairness (Mellers, 1986).

Many of these contrast effects are in line with one prominent
theoretical perspective, namely Parducci’s (1963, 1965) range–
frequency model, which assumes that target ratings are jointly
determined by the relationship of the target stimulus to the two
endpoints of the stimulus range and the relative frequency of the
presented contextual stimuli. Sequential judgments, however, do
not inevitably lead to contrast. At least in some studies, the
opposite judgmental consequence, namely assimilation, has also
been reported, so that under specific conditions, judgments about
the target stimulus are moved toward a previously judged stimulus.
This has been demonstrated, for example, with judgments about
weight (Parducci & Marshall, 1962), loudness (M. C. King &
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Lockhead, 1981; Ward & Lockhead, 1971), and line length (Ward
& Lockhead, 1971). Assimilation also occurs for social stimuli,
such as in ratings of attractiveness (Geiselman, Haight, & Kimata,
1984; Sigall & Landy, 1973). Such assimilation effects are more
difficult to explain from a range–frequency perspective. Even
though there have been different suggestions to theoretically ex-
plain assimilation effects in sequential judgments (e.g., Anderson,
1981; D. L. King, 1988), no approach applied to sequential judg-
ments has yet been able to combine the diverse findings of assim-
ilation and contrast.

In this article, we attempt to remedy this shortcoming by apply-
ing a theoretical framework developed in the realm of social
comparison research to explain assimilative as well as contrastive
outcomes in sequential judgment making. Therefore, we made
specific assumptions about the underlying processes involved in
sequential judgment making. Drawing from these process assump-
tions, we predicted and tested the specific judgmental outcomes
and investigated which moderating factors determine their
direction.

Selective Accessibility in Sequential Judgments

Sequential judgments have a unique character in that they in-
volve successive evaluations of several targets on one dimension.
With the exception of the first judgment, for every judgment of a
sequence it is true that the judge has already evaluated another
target on that same dimension just a short time ago. The knowl-
edge the judge has activated to make that previous judgment is
highly accessible at the time the target judgment has to be made.
As a consequence, this knowledge is likely to influence the sub-
sequent target judgment. This is in line with one of the core
principles of social cognition research, namely that accessible
knowledge is especially likely to influence a judgment at hand
(Higgins, 1996; Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977). Thus, the eval-
uation of a target at almost any point of the sequence is likely to
be affected by the information that was activated during the
preceding judgment of another target on that dimension.

In what way can the information gathered from previously
encountered and judged stimuli influence the target judgment?
One plausible mechanism could be an underlying comparison
process between prior stimuli and the target. The highly accessible
previously encountered objects or persons are likely to serve as
comparison standards against which the target is compared.

How do such comparisons influence target judgments? At first
sight, the evidence that has accumulated in research on psycho-
physical judgment (M. C. King & Lockhead, 1981; Parducci et al.,
1969; Parducci & Wedell, 1986; Ward & Lockhead, 1971), social
comparison (Brewer & Weber, 1994; J. D. Brown, Novick, Lord,
& Richards, 1992; Buunk, Collins, Taylor, VanYperen, & Dakof,
1990; Lockwood & Kunda, 1997), and person perception (Herr,
1986; Herr, Sherman, & Fazio, 1983; Higgins & Lurie, 1983)
suggests that the direction of the comparison influence on the
target judgment may be hard to predict. As is true for psychophys-
ical judgments, research on social comparison and person percep-
tion demonstrates that comparisons may lead to assimilation as
well as contrast. For example, the same target person is judged to
be more hostile in the context of rather hostile others (e.g., Joe
Frazier) than in the context of rather peaceful others (e.g., Robin
Hood; Herr, 1986), and the self is judged to be more athletic in

comparison with an athletic person than in comparison with an
unathletic standard (Mussweiler & Strack, 2000). In other studies,
however, comparisons yield the opposite outcome by producing
contrast effects in target evaluations. In a study by Pepitone and
DiNubile (1976), for example, participants rated the same crime as
more severe after an initial mild crime than after a truly cruel
crime. In another study, participants judged themselves to be less
competent in the context of a competent person than in comparison
with an incompetent standard (Morse & Gergen, 1970).

To integrate these diverse findings, Mussweiler (2003) proposed
a selective accessibility model of comparison consequences. From
this theoretical perspective, the main moderating factor that deter-
mines assimilative versus contrastive comparison consequences is
the perceived similarity between the standard and the target. De-
pending on the overall perceived similarity between a given target
and a particular standard, judges engage in one of two alternative
comparison processes. If similarities between target and standard
stand in the foreground, then judges engage in the process of
similarity testing by selectively searching for information that
indicates that target and standard are indeed similar. Thus, target
knowledge consistent with the standard becomes accessible. If
differences between target and standard stand in the foreground,
however, judges engage in the process of dissimilarity testing by
selectively searching for information to indicate that the target and
standard are different. Thus, accessibility of standard-inconsistent
target knowledge increases. The information gathered during the
process of hypothesis testing is then used to make the target
judgment, as it is highly accessible at this point in time. As a
consequence, similarity testing leads to assimilation, whereas dis-
similarity testing leads to contrast (for a more detailed description
of the model, see Mussweiler, 2003).

In the realm of social comparison research, manifold empirical
support for the basic assumptions of the selective accessibility
model has already been gathered. Thus, it has been shown that
perceived similarity between the standard and the self influences
the judgment of the self (Mussweiler, 2001a; Mussweiler, &
Bodenhausen, 2002). Mussweiler (2001a), for example, used a
procedural priming task to experimentally manipulate whether
participants primarily focus on similarities or on dissimilarities
during a comparison. The result of a subsequent social comparison
task showed that participants assimilated their self-judgments to a
given standard if they were made to focus on similarities. Partic-
ipants contrasted their self-judgments away from the comparison
standard, however, if they had been manipulated to focus on
dissimilarities. Thus, an induced focus on similarities versus dif-
ferences determines whether assimilative versus contrastive com-
parisons result. In turn, assimilative versus contrastive compari-
sons are accompanied by a generalized focus on similarities versus
differences. More specifically, after engaging in an assimilative
social comparison, participants focused on similarities in a subse-
quent unrelated picture comparison task. After engaging in a
contrastive social comparison, however, participants focused on
differences in a picture comparison (Mussweiler, Rüter, & Ep-
stude, 2004a). Taken together with a large body of additional
evidence (for a recent review, see Mussweiler, in press), these
social comparison findings suggest that a focus on similarities
versus differences critically determines whether a comparison
leads to assimilation or contrast.
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On the basis of these theoretical considerations and empirical
findings, we assumed that whether sequential judgments lead to
assimilation or contrast equally depends on whether judges focus
on similarities or differences between the target and previously
encountered stimuli.

Assimilation and Contrast in Sports Performance
Judgments

Out of the manifold examples for the occurrence of sequential
judgments in daily life, we chose to investigate this possibility in
the realm of sports. Examining theoretical questions about conse-
quences and moderators of sequential judgments in an applied
field like sports has a notable advantage. In particular, it allowed
us to examine the nature of sequential judgments in a real-world
laboratory. The results we received, therefore, possess a high
ecological validity, because the judgments were reflective of those
encountered in a natural setting. In this way, we ruled out possible
doubts that our findings, as well as findings from previous research
on the selective accessibility model exclusively investigated in the
controlled and somewhat artificial context of the laboratory, actu-
ally are applicable to real-world phenomena (Gilovich, 1984).

Judgments in sports follow the same general principles as social
judgments in other areas (Plessner, 2005, Plessner & Haar, in
press). Under suboptimal conditions, judgments are often influ-
enced by normatively irrelevant factors (Kahneman, Slovic, &
Tversky, 1982; Nisbett & Ross, 1980). Often performance judg-
ments in sports have to be made under suboptimal conditions.
Judgments in the field of gymnastics are one case in point. Gym-
nastics judges have to accomplish their task despite long-lasting
competitions, the high speed of performances, and the complex
and cognitively demanding regulations for judging (Salmela,
1978a, 1978b). As a consequence, performance judgments are
often influenced by normatively irrelevant factors, such as feed-
back about other judges’ scores leading to conformity (Scheer,
Ansorge, & Howard, 1983), influences of order-related expectan-
cies (Plessner, 1999), and effects of prior processing (Ste-Marie &
Lee, 1991; Ste-Marie, Valiquette, & Taylor, 2001). As is true for
other applied fields (e.g., Englich & Mussweiler, 2001), these
influences occur not only for lay people but also for experts
(Plessner & Schallies, 2005; Scheer, 1973; Ste-Marie & Lee, 1991;
Wilson, 1976). This suggests that potential consequences of se-
quential judgments are also likely to substantiate in performance
judgments in sports.

Imagine a judge in the field of gymnastics who has to assess the
performances of many athletes for several hours, all starting one
after another with a delay of just a few seconds. The official rules
for judging are very difficult (O’Brien, 1991; Salmela, 1978a,
1978b). The speed at which athletes perform their routines is so
high that it is basically impossible for the judge to detect every
necessary detail (Salmela, 1978a, 1978b). Still, the judge does not
have much time to announce the final score. In such a situation, we
suggest, the judge uses information about the previously evaluated
athlete to make a target judgment by comparing the two gymnasts
with each other.

Applying the theoretical perspectives of the selective accessi-
bility model to performance judgments in sports suggests that
whether sequential judgments lead to assimilation or contrast
depends on whether similarities or dissimilarities between two

consecutive athletes stand in the foreground. Let’s imagine the
situation of judges in gymnastics, for example. To the extent that
they use the performance of a previous athlete as a comparison
standard to judge another target athlete’s performance, the judg-
mental outcome depends on whether both athletes are perceived as
generally similar or dissimilar. Therefore, basic features of the
gymnasts—age, regional provenance, general level of perfor-
mance, or even such trivial emerging facts as the leotard color—
may be taken into account. If judges perceive both athletes as
similar, so the selective accessibility model suggests, they focus on
further similarities between the two athletes. Thus, judges may
look for information attesting a good performance of the target
athlete when the performance of the standard athlete was at a high
level. They could, for example, notice that the target athlete and
the standard kept perfect body tension throughout their exercises.
If the performance of the standard athlete was rather poor, judges
would search for information indicating that the target athlete’s
performance was on a low level as well. If judges perceive the
athletes as dissimilar, however, they focus on further dissimilari-
ties between the two gymnasts. Thus, they could notice that the
landing of the target athlete after a vault was a bit unsteady while
the standard athlete showed a perfect landing. Conceivably, the
judges’ performance evaluations are influenced by the target in-
formation they sought. As a consequence, the judgment for the
target athlete assimilates to the standard athlete’s judgment in the
case of similarity testing: The same performance of a gymnast is
rewarded by more points if the performance of a previous gymnast
was on a high rather than a low level. The judgment for the target
athlete is contrasted away from the standard, however, if dissim-
ilarity testing was engaged: The same performance of a gymnast is
rewarded by fewer points if the performance of a previous gymnast
was on a high rather than a low level.

In the present research, we did not aim to verify the specific
assumptions of the selective accessibility model concerning mech-
anisms and consequences of comparison processes. In light of the
rich amount of empirical evidence supporting this theoretical per-
spective (Mussweiler, 2003, in press), our goal was to apply the
described assumptions of the model to a new kind of judgment,
namely to sequential performance judgments. Thus, instead of
testing the specific process assumptions of the model, we used the
selective accessibility model to derive hypotheses about assimila-
tion and contrast effects in sequential performance judgments in
sport.

The Present Research

In the present research, we examined whether sequential judg-
ments in sports are influenced by performances of preceding
athletes, and if so, how they are influenced. In Study 1, a first
exploratory study, we analyzed the genuine gymnastics judgments
of the 2004 Athens Olympic Games to detect correlations between
the single scores. In Study 2, we used an experimental design to
test our hypothesis that sequential athletic performance judgments
are affected by previously judged athletes. Furthermore, our re-
search examined the direction in which a judgment is influenced
by preceding targets. Evidence from the social comparison litera-
ture shows that an important factor moderating the judgmental
outcome of a comparison is the degree of perceived similarity
between the target and the standard (see Mussweiler, 2003). In
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addition, these findings suggest that perceived similarity is often
the default. It has been shown that in many situations, judges
initially focus on fundamental ways in which the target and the
standard of a comparison are similar (e.g., Gentner & Markman,
1994, 1997). This may be because it might initially be necessary to
establish a structural alignment between the target and the standard
to compare them with each other. On the basis of that alignment,
the focus of the comparison is defined and guides judges’ attention
to the critical features (Gentner & Markman, 1997; Medin, Gold-
stone, & Gentner, 1993). Thus, under most circumstances, judges
are led toward similarity testing (Mussweiler, 2003). This assump-
tion is further supported by evidence in social comparison research
suggesting an initial focus on similarities in the comparison pro-
cess (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Nosanchuk & Erickson, 1985).
The tendency to initially focus on fundamental ways in which the
target and standard are similar is further strengthened by the fact
that judges typically select standards that are similar to the target
(Festinger, 1954; Smith & Zárate, 1992; Suls, Gastorf, & Lawhon,
1978). On the basis of these results, we expected similarity testing
to be the default mechanism and assimilation to be the default
consequence in sequential judgments.

Under specific conditions, however, two consecutive targets
may be perceived as dissimilar, so that dissimilarity testing and
consequently contrast ensues. We manipulated the perceived sim-
ilarity in two distinct ways. In Study 3, we used a procedural
priming method (Mussweiler, 2001b) to induce participants to
engage in similarity testing or dissimilarity testing. In Study 4, we
manipulated a salient feature of the two athletes to be judged by
varying their alleged nationalities. In both studies, we expected to
find assimilative target evaluations when the standard and the
target were perceived as similar and contrast when they were
perceived as dissimilar.

With this research, we attempted to advance previous work in at
least three important ways. First, to date, research on sequential
judgments has mostly been conducted with unidimensional and
relatively simple physical stimuli, such as target weights (D. R.
Brown, 1953). Judgments about such psychophysical objects are
more directly based on sensory input than judgments about more
complex entities, such as performance judgments in sports (Strack,
1992). The present research thus extends previous research on
sequential judgments by focusing on complex, multidimensional,
and dynamic targets.

Another important difference between previous research on
sequential judgments in psychophysics and the present research
has to do with the format in which the judgmental responses are
assessed. Most of the accumulated evidence in research on social
judgments has been gathered on the basis of subjective response
scales (e.g. Kenrick & Gutierres, 1980; Parducci & Wedell, 1986;
Wedell et al. 1987). The use of subjective scale responses to report
a judgment, however, involves communicational influences, which
potentially alter the judgment itself (Ostrom & Upshaw, 1968;
Parducci, 1965; Upshaw, 1969; Wyer & Srull, 1989). One influ-
ence, for example, that changes judgmental response effects with-
out reflecting actual changes in stimulus representation is the
anchoring of a given response scale by a reference point (Ostrom
& Upshaw, 1968). In sequentially judging the weight of a series of
stimuli, an extreme context weight could be used to anchor the
given response scale in its direction, thus moving the target judg-
ment to the opposite end of the scale and producing a contrast

effect (Biernat, Manis, & Nelson, 1991; Ostrom & Upshaw, 1968).
In the present research, performance judgments for athletic per-
formances were not assessed with subjective judgments (e.g., How
well did the athlete perform? 1 � not well at all, 9 � very well),
but rather with objective judgments (e.g., How many meters did
the athlete jump?). Such objective judgments are unlikely to be
influenced by referent point use because they are externally an-
chored by consensual standards and thus give no room for inter-
pretations (Biernat et al., 1991). As a consequence, judgmental
effects that are obtained on such objective judgments more readily
reflect actual changes in the evaluation of the target.

Finally, the present research also attempts to advance research
on selective accessibility mechanisms in an important way. It is
interesting to note that, to date, the development and verification of
the selective accessibility model has always taken place in the
realm of social comparison research. Even though it has been
claimed that the selective accessibility model is applicable for all
kinds of comparative judgments, it has not directly been tested
outside of a social comparison research paradigm. In social com-
parison, defined as a comparison of the self with another standard
in order to make a self-judgment (Festinger, 1954), motivational
influences such as self-enhancement or self-protection are likely to
be involved (Collins, 1996; Wheeler, 1966; Wills, 1981). This is
not the case for judgments about other people’s performances,
which are examined in the present research. Therefore, the present
research has the potential to substantiate the claim that selective
accessibility mechanisms are not limited to social comparisons.

Study 1

If judgments about a particular performance are indeed system-
atically influenced by the preceding performance, then this should
be apparent in a correlation of consecutive performance judg-
ments. More specifically, to the extent that similarity testing con-
stitutes the default mechanism underlying such sequential judg-
ments, as suggested by the findings mentioned earlier, a positive
correlation between consecutive performances should ensue: The
better the preceding athlete’s performance, the better the target
athlete’s performance should be judged. In Study 1, we tested this
assumption by analyzing the performance judgments of the gym-
nastics competitions of the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens,
Greece. Given the specific situational conditions in gymnastics
competitions, we particularly expected an assimilative influence
based on similarity testing to be the default outcome for these
judgments. Here a natural focus on similarities seemed to be
especially likely, as competitors naturally shared a host of features.
More specifically, participants within one event of the competition
are of the same gender, belong approximately to the same age
group, present similar parts of a routine at the same apparatus, and
perform at a similar high level of quality. Even their competition
clothing is highly similar because the international rules of gym-
nastics judging (Fédération Internationale de Gymnastique [FIG],
2001) include requirements for the correct clothing for each ap-
paratus. Even though single features (e.g., their nationalities) differ
among the athletes, in this natural situation they are unlikely to be
sufficiently salient to overcome the strong tendency to initially
focus on similarities.
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Method

For a first exploration, we selected all final scores of all athletes in the
gymnastics events of the 2004 Olympic Games in their effective starting
order (“Athens 2004,” n.d.). This included athletes’ scores in the prelim-
inary rounds, the team finals, the individual all-around finals, and all
apparatus finals for both male and female gymnasts. Taken together, we
collected 1,373 Olympic gymnastics judgments.

We hypothesized that sequential judgments, such as the gymnastics
judgments in the Olympics, are influenced by the performances of preced-
ing gymnasts in an assimilative way. To examine this possibility, we
performed several Pearson product–moment correlations, using the final
gymnastics judgments of the athletes and the scores of their respective
predecessors as dependent variables. To get a sense of the magnitude of
that influence, we calculated N � 1 (last performance just prior to an
athlete) as well as N � 2 (next to last performance prior to an athlete) and
N � 3 (last but two performances prior to an athlete) correlations. Hy-
pothesizing that the gymnast starting right before an athlete whose perfor-
mance has to be judged would regularly be used as the comparison
standard, we expected the influence of a preceding performance to decrease
with an increase of preceding performances. Thus, the N � 1 correlation
should be stronger than the N � 2 and the N � 3 correlations. For the
different analyses, we had to exclude a certain number of judgments (N �
1 correlation: 64 exclusions; N � 2 correlation: 128 exclusions; N � 3
correlation: 192 exclusions) because they had been the first, second, or
third performances of a new event or a new subdivision, and thus no
antecedent scores were available for them.

Results and Discussion

Confirming our hypothesis, the N � 1 correlational analysis
including all events revealed a positive correlation between the
target athletes’ judgments and the judgments of the gymnasts
starting right before them, r(1307) � .30, p � .01. We obtained a
similar positive correlation for the N � 2 correlational analysis,
r(1243) � .26, p � .01, as well as for the N � 3 correlation,
r(1179) � .18, p � .01. Whereas the kind of relationship between
prior performances and a target judgment remains the same, these
results also demonstrate that the magnitude of this relation de-
creases with increasing numbers of athletes that have to be judged
in between. Thus, whereas the difference between the N � 1 and
the N � 2 correlations does not reach significance, z � 1.02, ns,
the N � 3 correlation is significantly smaller than the N � 1
correlation, z � 3.23, p � .01, and the N � 2 correlation, z � 2.19,
p � .05. These results demonstrate a positive relation between
gymnastics judgments for prior performances and a target perfor-
mance. In other words, these results demonstrate that the score of
a gymnast increases with increasing scores of his or her immediate
predecessor and decreases with decreasing scores of his or her
predecessor. Gymnasts are thus likely to receive a higher score if
the score of the gymnast starting right before them was high rather
than low. In this respect, the judgment for a gymnast is assimilated
toward that of the preceding gymnast, even though, given the
official guidelines of gymnastics judging, they should be indepen-
dent (FIG, 2001). Moreover, we found that this influence was the
strongest for the judgment immediately before a given judgment,
indicating that this might be the one used as a comparison
standard.

One alternative factor that may explain this positive correlation
is the starting order of the gymnasts. In some parts of the Olympic
gymnastics competitions, the starting order of the gymnasts within

their teams was determined by their coaches (e.g., preliminary
rounds, team finals), who tend to place gymnasts in rank order
from poorest to best for competition in each event (Plessner, 1999;
Scheer, 1973; Scheer & Ansorge, 1975). In other events (e.g.,
apparatus finals), the starting order was predetermined by the
athletes’ scores in the preliminary round: The gymnast with the
lowest score started first, and the gymnast with the highest score
started last. Thus, in all of these competitions, judgments may
depend on the starting order, in that performances were expected
to improve with later starting positions. This influence would also
produce a positive correlation between consecutive performances
as detected by us. To examine whether this influence was respon-
sible for the obtained correlation, we conducted another correla-
tional analysis in which we statistically controlled for the influence
of the starting order. Therefore, we conducted partial correlations
between the judgments to ensure that they were unaffected by the
influence of the starting order of the gymnasts. This was achieved
by eliminating the influence of the starting order on the judgments
for each gymnast as well as on the judgments for their predeces-
sors. Thus, the correlations we found in these analyses were
adjusted for the influence of the starting order. To avoid a con-
found in combining data from events where the order of compe-
tition was affected by prior performance or by strategies of the
coaches and data from competitions where this does not happen,
we conducted the partial correlation for the affected events only.
The partial correlation (N � 1) including the judgments of the
preliminary rounds, the team final, and the apparatus finals still
revealed a positive correlation between judgments for gymnastics
performances and the judgments for their immediate proceeding
performances, pr(1076) � .31, p � .01. Moreover, this result
indicates that controlling for the influence of starting order does
not decrease the positive correlation in comparison with the un-
corrected N � 1 correlation including these three events,
r(1077) � .31, p � .01, z � .08, ns. This suggests that the obtained
correlation between the target athlete’s performance and the per-
formance of the predecessor was not produced by the starting order
of the gymnasts.

Taking advantage of the richness of this data, we conducted
another exploratory analysis to detect whether—under specific
conditions—negative correlations could be found for these Olym-
pic judgments as well. A negative correlation between gymnasts’
scores and the proceeding judgments would be a hint toward the
occurrence of contrast effects. A contrast effect, in turn, should
occur if subsequently starting gymnasts were naturally perceived
as dissimilar. Therefore, we split the data into two groups on the
basis of the more-or-less only characteristic of the gymnasts we
had, namely their nationalities. A first group included all the
gymnasts whose preceding athletes had the same nationalities. A
second group includes all the gymnasts whose preceding athletes
had a different nationality. For both groups, we ran N � 1 bivariate
correlation analysis. For the same-nationality group, we predicted
a positive correlation between successive judgments, just as re-
ported for the overall analysis above. For the different-nationality
group, one could, in principle, expect a negative correlation to
occur, thus signifying a contrast effect. If the knowledge about the
gymnasts’ nationalities was sufficiently salient for the gymnastics
judges, then a natural focus on dissimilarities may have arisen so
that the comparison between two successive gymnasts led to
contrast. However, given that the available data stem from an
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international competition that included 44 different participating
nations, it seems likely that knowledge about the different nation-
alities of two gymnasts may not have been sufficiently salient to
induce judges to overcome the default tendency to focus on sim-
ilarities and engage in the process of dissimilarity testing. In this
case, we would predict a positive correlation between succeeding
judgments just as for the same-nationality group.

In line with the latter argument, the results revealed a positive
correlation between the judgments of successively starting gym-
nasts sharing the same nationality, r(663) � .29, p � .01. For
successive judgments for gymnasts who differed in their nation-
alities, we also found a positive correlation, r(642) � .30, p � .01.
A comparison between the two coefficients of correlation revealed
no difference in the strength of the obtained correlations, z � .26,
ns. These results suggest that for the analyzed Olympic gymnastics
judgments at hand, the information about the gymnasts’ national-
ities was not sufficiently salient to overcome the judges’ initial
focus on similarities.

In summary, the reported findings are fully in line with our
hypotheses. Analyzing the scores of Olympic gymnastics judges,
who can be considered highly qualified in judging because they
have to meet several strict requirements of the FIG to be assigned
for an Olympic competition (FIG, 2005), we found that judgments
of consecutively starting athletes were positively correlated. This
influence is stronger the closer in time the prior judgment is made
to the target judgment. Although statistically controlling for the
influence of starting order, these results show that the likelihood
for an Olympic gymnast to receive a high score for his or her
exercise is higher if the preceding gymnast presented a good rather
than a flawed performance. Putting this positive correlation into
other words, one can say that the performance judgments of
consecutively starting gymnasts are linked with each other in an
assimilative way. In the present data, we found no evidence for
negative correlations, and thus no hint for contrast effects, even if
successively starting gymnasts varied in one characteristic, their
nationalities, from each other.

Study 2

The results of Study 1 provide initial support for the occurrence
of an assimilative influence of preceding performances on consec-
utive scores in sequential judgments. Because these data are cor-
relational in nature, however, they do not allow for causal inter-
pretations. To remedy this shortcoming, we conducted Study 2. In
an experimental design, we tested our hypothesis that the sequen-
tial evaluation of athletic performances is influenced by the
achievement of previously encountered athletes. If that were the
case, then the performance of the same target should be evaluated
differently depending on the standard athlete’s level of perfor-
mance. To test our hypothesis, we asked participants to evaluate
the athletic performance of a pictured target athlete after they had
judged the performance of a high versus a low standard along the
same judgmental dimension. In light of the results of Study 1 and
the presented theoretical remarks suggesting the process of simi-
larity testing to be the default process, we expected an assimilation
effect to be the outcome of this study. In other words, the evalu-
ation of a well performing preceding athlete should lead to higher
judgments of the subsequent target athlete than the evaluation of a
poor performing preceding athlete.

Method

Participants. We recruited 42 male students at the University of Würz-
burg as participants and randomly assigned them to one of two experimen-
tal conditions. Participants were offered a chocolate bar as compensation.

Materials. The materials for the judgment task consisted of three
photographs, each showing a female athlete performing in the event of the
long jump. All pictures were monochrome pictures, which made it impos-
sible to tell the athletes’ affiliation to a certain country or sports club. The
pictured athletes were kept anonymous. None of our participants reported
recognition of any of the pictured athletes. The three pictures differed with
respect to the performance level of the pictured athletes. One athlete (high
standard) was clearly recognizable as performing at a high level, evidently
jumping quite a long distance. Another athlete (low standard) was obvi-
ously performing at a low level by doing a rather short jump. The third
picture showed an athlete (target) performing at a moderate level doing a
moderate jump. These photos were pretested by asking a different set of
participants (N � 67) to estimate for one picture each the achieved length
of the pictured long jumps. Our analysis revealed that estimates for the high
standard were higher (M � 5.93 m, SD � 1.31 m) than estimates for the
low standard (M � 4.44 m, SD � 0.70 m), t(46) � 4.97, p � .01, r � .59.
The mean estimates for the moderate target (M � 5.00 m, SD � 0.91 m)
were lower than estimates for the high standard, t(40) � 2.60, p � .05, r �
.38, and higher than estimates for the low standard, t(42) � 2.33, p � .05,
r � .34.

Procedure. Participants were recruited at the university’s cafeteria,
asked to participate in a brief psychological test about judgments in sports,
and led to a separate room where they were seated at a table. The study was
performed with groups of up to 6 participants simultaneously. By reading
the instruction, which was given to them in a folder, participants were
informed that the purpose of the test was to investigate people’s ability to
judge performances of athletes on the basis of simple pictures. Therefore,
it would be their task to look at pictures of different athletes and estimate
the performance of each athlete carefully even if the task seemed to be very
difficult. The next page contained of a picture of the first long jumping
athlete, which served as the standard. Half of the participants were pre-
sented the high standard. The other half of the participants were presented
the low standard. On the same page, below the picture, participants were
asked to write down their estimated lengths of the pictured jump. Subse-
quently, all participants had to judge the jump of the moderate target athlete
which was presented on the next page. The study was finished after
completion of this task; thus, two judgments were required of each partic-
ipant. They were then debriefed, thanked, and offered their candy.

Results and Discussion

We expected judgments about the performance of the target
athlete to be assimilated toward the performance of the standard
athlete. If this was indeed the case, then the target jump should
have been estimated to be longer after judging the high standard
rather than the low standard. Consistent with this hypothesis,
participants’ target judgments yielded an assimilation effect. Spe-
cifically, participants tended to estimate the length of the target
jump as further after judging the high standard (M � 598.33 cm,
SD � 127.24 cm) rather than the low standard (M � 467.86 cm,
SD � 115.44 cm), t(40) � 3.48, p � .01, r � .48.

The obtained effect demonstrates that sequential judgments in
sports are indeed influenced by previously encountered athletic
performances. Furthermore, these findings are also consistent with
our hypothesis concerning the direction of that influence on the
target judgment. Consistent with the correlative evidence gathered
in Study 1, we find an assimilation effect to be the default effect
in sequential performance judgments.
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Study 3

As demonstrated in Studies 1 and 2 assimilation often appears to
be the default judgmental outcome. Nevertheless, comparisons
may also lead to contrast if the characteristics of the initial situa-
tion lead judges to focus on dissimilarities between the standard
and the target and, thus, to engage in the process of dissimilarity
testing. We conducted Study 3 to test our assumption that the
outcome of sequential performance judgments depends on whether
judges focus on similarities or dissimilarities between the consec-
utively presented athletes.

To do so, we actively manipulated our participants’ comparison
focus before the actual judgment task. For this purpose, we used a
procedural priming task that had been applied by Mussweiler
(2001b). In an unrelated task prior to the critical judgment, par-
ticipants were asked to compare two sketches with each other by
listing either all similarities or all dissimilarities they could iden-
tify. Subsequently, participants judged the performances of se-
quentially presented athletes. We expected that the way of pro-
cessing information in the picture comparison task, namely
searching for similarities or dissimilarities, would become proce-
duralized and carry over to the subsequent judgment task. Thus,
searching for similarities among the sketches in the priming task
was expected to induce judges to focus on similarities in the
judgment task. Focusing on dissimilarities, however, was expected
to lead judges to attend to dissimilarities during the judgment task.
If the evaluation of a target athlete’s performance indeed depends
on the participant’s focus on similarities versus differences, we
would expect judges to assimilate their judgment to that of the
standard after they had been primed to focus on similarities.
Conversely, we would expect judges to contrast their judgment
away from that of the standard after they had been induced to focus
on differences.

Method

Participants. We recruited 72 students at the University of Würzburg
as participants and randomly assigned them to one of four experimental
conditions. Participants were offered a chocolate bar as compensation.

Materials. The materials for the procedural priming task consisted of
two drawings by Albrecht Dürer. The first drawing depicts an old man
kneeling at the bottom of a canyon. Next to him lies a lion, and in the far
distance, one can see the roof of a house. The second picture also shows a
kneeling man. He appears to be in the middle of a village, surrounded by
feeding pigs.

The materials for the judgment task consisted of three short video scenes
showing male athletes in the event of ski jumping. Each of the three
athletes could be seen during a whole jump, including the approach, the
jump, and the landing. The color of the athletes’ clothing was similar for
all three athletes and did not identify their nationalities. The athletes were
kept anonymous, and none were recognized by our participants. Similar to
Study 2, the three scenes differed from each other in the general level of
performance presented by the athletes. One of the videos showed an athlete
clearly performing at a high level (high standard). By landing in the middle
of the hill, another athlete was clearly recognizable as performing at a low
level (low standard). The third scene showed an athlete performing a
moderate ski jump (target). The true length of the target ski jump, which of
course was not visible for the participants, was 108 m, which was 14 m
longer than the short ski jump and 14 m shorter than the long ski jump. The
videos were presented as MPEG (Moving Picture Experts Group) video
files (resolution: 384 � 288 pixels) on a 15-in. laptop screen, using
MediaLab (Jarvis, 2002) as our research software.

Procedure. Participants were recruited at the university’s cafeteria,
asked to participate in two brief psychological studies, and led into a
separate room with up to 2 other participants. Participants were given
verbal instructions that the first study would be a paper-and-pencil task,
whereas the second study would be performed at the computer. Participants
were told that both studies were absolutely unrelated to each other. As an
awareness check at the end of the study revealed, 4 participants were
suspicious about the potential relatedness of the two studies. They explic-
itly mentioned that searching for similarities or dissimilarities in the first
task had influenced their performance estimates in the second task and
were thus excluded from our analyses. Participants then received a folder,
containing the instruction and the materials for the picture comparison task.
According to the cover story, the participants believed they were about to
pretest several pictures for a later memory task. They were asked to look
carefully at the two pictures and compare them with each other as precisely
as possible. Half of the participants were then asked to list as many
similarities between the pictures as they could find, and the other half were
asked to list all the differences they could find between the pictures. There
was no time limit for this task.

After completion of the first part, the experimenter started the second
part at the computer. Similar to Study 2, participants were informed that the
purpose of the test was to investigate people’s ability to judge perfor-
mances of athletes on the basis of videos. Therefore, they were asked to
watch some videos presenting ski jumpers and estimate the achieved length
for each of the presented ski jumps, even if the task seemed to be very
difficult. Participants then started the first video, which served as the
standard. Half of the participants saw the high standard jump. The other
half saw the low standard jump. After giving their estimates of the achieved
length of that first ski jump on a separate screen, all participants saw and
evaluated the moderate target ski jump.

After completing this task, participants answered a short questionnaire
including some self-descriptive information, indicating their sex, age, field
of study, and current number of semesters. The procedure finished with an
awareness check consisting of the following two questions: “Did you
notice anything unusual?” and “Did you have the feeling that the two
studies you just took part in are somehow related to each other?” If
participants answered either of these questions in the affirmative, they were
asked to give a written explanation detailing their concerns. They were then
debriefed, thanked, and offered their candy.

In summary, the described manipulations resulted in a 2 � 2 Standard
(high vs. low) � Focus (similarity vs. dissimilarity) experimental design.

Results and Discussion

Before analyzing the data, we excluded four implausible esti-
mates of the ski jumps’ lengths. One participant, for example,
estimated the length of the standard ski jump to be 800 m and that
of the target ski jump to be 750 m. Taking into account that 239 m
is the current world record in ski jumping (“Sport 1. The Devel-
opment,” 2006) these estimates are clearly implausible. In addi-
tion, we excluded two estimates that deviated from the mean by
more than 3 standard deviations. Both methods are commonly used
to detect and handle outliers (Bargh & Chartrand, 2000). All
participants excluded from the analyses for the explained reasons
were evenly assigned to the four existing experimental conditions.

The observed pattern of means demonstrates that the estimation
of a ski jump’s length presented after a high versus a low standard
depends on whether judges were procedurally primed to focus on
similarities or dissimilarities. As expected, participants who fo-
cused on similarities estimated the length of the target ski jump to
be relatively higher if it was presented after the high standard
(M � 104.36 m, SD � 16.7 m) rather than the low standard (M �
96.00 m, SD � 17.8 m), thus producing an assimilative tendency.
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For participants focusing on dissimilarities, however, this pattern
reversed into a contrast effect. In this condition, the target ski
jump’s length was estimated to be longer if it was presented after
the low standard (M � 102.59 m, SD � 18.7 m) rather than the
high standard (M � 91.31 m, SD � 23.9 m). In a 2 (high vs. low
standard) � 2 (similarity vs. dissimilarity focus) analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA) with the length estimation for the target ski jump
as the dependent variable, this pattern produced a significant
interaction effect, F(1, 58) � 3.87, p � .05, r � .25. None of the
remaining effects were significant: main effect of focus, F(1,
58) � .41, ns; main effect of standard, F(1, 58) � .08, ns.

The findings of Study 3 provide further support for our assump-
tion that sequential performance judgments in sports are influ-
enced by the performance of preceding athletes. Congruent with
our findings in Study 2, the results demonstrate that judgment of an
athlete’s performance depends on the context in which it is pre-
sented. Thus, the judgmental outcome is a different one, depending
on whether another well-performing or another poor-performing
athlete is presented and judged prior to the target. The results also
show that the performance quality of the presented standard is not
the only factor determining the judgmental outcome. The direction
in which sequential judgments are influenced is determined by
whether judges focus on similarities or dissimilarities between
successively starting athletes. A judge who concentrates on simi-
larities between the athletes assimilates his or her target judgment
to that of the previous athlete. For a judge focusing on dissimilar-
ities, however, the judgmental outcome of the sequential perfor-
mance evaluation is a contrast effect.

Study 4

In the previous study, we actively manipulated whether partic-
ipants focused on similarities or dissimilarities. In real life situa-
tions, however, it is unlikely that judgments would be based on a
direct focus manipulation of the kind used in Study 3. Rather, the
direction of the judgmental outcome is determined by the degree of
the perceived similarity between the target and the standard. Many
examples supporting this assumption can be found in the recent
literature (Brewer & Weber, 1994; Herr, 1986; Mussweiler, 2001b;
Mussweiler, Rüter, & Epstude, 2004b). These examples are also
helpful in determining which features influence whether two tar-
gets are perceived as generally similar or dissimilar. Prominent
moderating factors include the extremity of the standard (Herr,
1986; Herr, Sherman, & Fazio, 1983; Mussweiler et al., 2004a),
the ambiguity of the target (Herr et al., 1983; Pelham & Wachs-
muth, 1995), or the group category membership of the target
(Brewer & Weber, 1994; Mussweiler & Bodenhausen, 2002). In
our final experiment, we manipulated the perceived similarity of
two athletes by varying their category membership on the basis of
a very salient feature.

Study 4 was conducted in the field of gymnastics. Similar to
Studies 2 and 3, the participants evaluated the performances of
sequentially presented athletes. To vary the perceived similarity
between the presented gymnasts, we experimentally manipulated
their alleged nationalities. By giving the participants the written
information about the nationalities of the gymnasts, while other
characteristics were not mentioned or were controlled, this feature
of the gymnasts was considered to be a very salient attribute that
would be taken into account to assess the general degree of

similarity between the gymnasts. We expected the two presented
gymnasts to be perceived as similar if both of them apparently had
the same nationality. In this case, we predicted, judges would
engage in similarity testing, hence leading to assimilation effects.
If the gymnasts differed in terms of their nationalities, however,
dissimilarity testing would be more likely, and thus, contrast
effects would occur.

Method

Participants. We recruited 47 certified and highly qualified, male,
German gymnastics judges to participate in this experiment. They were
recruited at five different gymnastics events throughout Germany. During
longer breaks within a given event or at the end of a competition, they were
asked to participate in our study. The judges’ mean age was 40 years, with
the youngest participant being 17 years old and the oldest being 68 years
old. They had been practicing as judges for 15 years on average (minimum:
1 year; maximum: 40 years) and, thus, were all experienced with the task.
On average, they were assigned to 13 gymnastics competitions per year
(minimum: 0–1; maximum: 30). In addition, 43 of the 47 judges indicated
that they had been active in the sport of gymnastics themselves (M � 18
years; minimum: 5 years; maximum: 40 years). Most important, as it was
our minimum criterion for participation, all participants held a valid license
for male gymnastics judging, ranging from licenses at the federal state level
(N � 26), the national level (N � 12), and up to internationally valid
licenses (N � 8). One participant did not specify his license. Participants
were randomly assigned to one of four experimental conditions.

Material. Judges scored routines on the vault, which were presented on
videotapes. The videotapes were from the 1997 World Championships of
Gymnastics in Switzerland. The relatively old recordings were chosen to
avoid any effects of recognition of particular athletes. The specific mate-
rials consisted of three different gymnasts performing the same vault in
terms of technical requirements and degree of difficulty (the vault called
the Tsukahara stretched). Original scores were neither visible nor audible
to prevent biases of the judges’ scores through this kind of feedback
(Scheer et al., 1983). A single scene consisted of the approach run, the
vault, and the landing of the gymnast in realistic speed. The leotards of the
three pictured gymnasts did not differ in color, but the athletes were
nevertheless clearly recognizable as different people. The competition
clothing of the gymnasts did not allow identification of the athletes’ team
memberships. The three presented vaults differed in quality of perfor-
mance. The vault in one scene was a high-quality performance, which was
prerated by three certified and nationally qualified gymnastics judges with
a final score of 8.43 points (high standard). The quality of performance of
the second vault can be described as rather low (low standard). The average
final score in the prestudy was 8.17 points. The score for the third selected
vault was 8.23 points in the prestudy, thus representing a moderate quality
of performance (target). The videos were presented as MPEG video files
(resolution: 384 � 288 pixels) on a 15-in. laptop screen, using MediaLab
(Jarvis, 2002) research software.

Procedure and design. Participants were asked to take part in a short
psychological study to examine the complex cognitive processes that are
involved in judging gymnastics routines. After agreeing to participate, they
were led into a separate room where they were placed in front of a laptop
at a table. Up to three judges participated simultaneously.

Judges were first instructed that it would be their task to judge two
gymnastics performances. The judges were asked to apply the official rules
concerning the evaluation of male gymnasts’ routines, prescribed by the
code of points (FIG, 2001). Specifically, they learned that all routines
presented to them on a video screen would be at the apparatus of the vault
and that the routines had to be judged in terms of their technique and body
position. Participants were told that they would see every routine only
once. The possibility of a replay or slow motion was not given in order to
keep the experimental procedure as close to a natural competition situation
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as possible. Participants were then presented with the first vault. Half of the
participants saw the high standard vault; the other half saw the low
standard vault. Immediately after viewing the first gymnast, judges were
asked to make their judgment. After writing down the calculations of the
final score, the presentation of the second vault started. This time all
participants saw the same target routine. Judges were again asked to report
the final scores for the second vault after viewing it.

In addition to the performance-quality manipulation of the standard, we
also varied the perceived similarity between the standard and the target by
manipulating the alleged nationality of the gymnast performing the first
vault (the standard). Half of the participants received the written informa-
tion right before viewing the first routine that the performing gymnast was
Australian. The remaining judges were told that the first gymnast was from
Canada instead. For both groups, the nationality of the second gymnast (the
target) was Australian again. This way, for one group, both of the presented
gymnasts had the same nationality (Australian). Because the gymnasts did
not differ in any other salient features except their level of performance
quality, judges were expected to perceive the standard and the target as
similar to each other in this condition. For the remaining participants, the
presented gymnasts did differ in their nationalities. Even though this group
actually saw the same two routines as the first group, we expected them to
perceive the standard and the target as dissimilar from each other because
the information about the differing nationalities was presented in a way that
made it very salient.

Australia and Canada were chosen deliberately because gymnasts from
both nations are internationally well acknowledged. On the other hand, it
is not possible to work out a directed hypothesis predicting which country
has the better gymnasts. At the gymnastics world championship in 1997,
for example, the male gymnasts of these two nations finished the team
competition in Positions 17 and 18.

When the judges reported their final scores for the target, they filled in
a form giving information about their sex, age, and profession, how long
they had been active as a gymnastics judge, their average number of
appointments as a judge per year, the amount of time they had been active
as a gymnast themselves, and their license. After completion of that
questionnaire, participants were debriefed and thanked. The whole proce-
dure lasted approximately 10 to 15 min.

Results and Discussion

According to the described design, we conducted a 2 (high vs.
low standard) � 2 (same vs. different nationality) ANOVA with
the final target judgments as the dependent variable. The aim of
Study 4 was to replicate the findings of Study 3 in a setting
containing a maximum of ecological validity. Specifically, we
wanted to demonstrate that the focus of similarity that we directly
manipulated in Study 3 was naturally determined by the degree of
generally perceived similarity between two athletes, yielding the
same judgmental consequences. The manipulation of perceived
similarity was achieved by varying the alleged nationality of our
standard gymnast.

As the observation of the pattern of means reveals, the conse-
quences of judging the target routine subsequent to a high versus
a low standard go in different directions, depending on whether the
standard and target belong to different nationalities or to the same
nationality. Consistent with our hypotheses, in the same-
nationality condition, judges assimilated their target judgments to
that of the standard. They rewarded the target vault with a rela-
tively higher score after evaluating the high standard (M � 8.23,
SD � 0.24) rather than the low standard (M � 8.07, SD � 0.29).
For the different-nationality condition, however, the reverse pat-
tern occurred. Here, the target vault was evaluated with higher

scores after judges had previously seen a low standard (M � 8.35,
SD � 0.14) rather than a high standard (M � 8.15, SD � 0.32).
The result is a contrast effect.

The ANOVA revealed that this pattern produced a significant
interaction effect, F(1, 43) � 5.03, p � .05, r � .32. None of
the remaining effects were significant: main effect of standard,
F(1, 43) � 0.07, ns; main effect of nationality, F(1, 43) � 1.78,
ns, r � .19.

The results of Study 4 clearly replicate the findings of the
previous studies. Even though all of our participants were verifi-
ably experienced with the task of evaluating gymnastics perfor-
mances, we found their judgments to be influenced by a sequence
effect of reasonable size. Specifically, our findings demonstrate
that the judgment for the target gymnast highly depends on the
performance of the preceding gymnast.

Our results further suggest that the direction of that sequential
judgment effect is determined by the degree of perceived similarity
between two consecutively presented gymnasts. Whereas in Study
1 the feature of the gymnasts’ nationalities was not salient and thus
not sufficiently strong to make a difference in the kind of corre-
lation between succeeding judgments, it had a crucial impact on
the outcome in Study 4, where it was the only information about
the gymnasts available to the judges. Thus, we demonstrated that
the manipulation of a single salient feature can be enough to
influence whether two successively presented athletes are per-
ceived as similar or dissimilar. Depending on whether those two
athletes share that salient characteristic or differ in it, judges either
assimilate to or contrast their target scores from the preceding
judgment.

General Discussion

Taken together, these findings indicate that sequential perfor-
mance judgments in sports are influenced by previously judged
athletes of the same sequence. In Study 1, we found that the
Olympic gymnastics judgments of consecutively performing gym-
nasts are not independent from one another but rather are corre-
lated in a positive way. As we demonstrated, this correlation can
be interpreted as a tendency of the judges to assimilate a gymnast’s
score to that of the previous gymnast. Study 2 supports this
explanation by yielding an assimilation effect as the result of an
experimentally controlled sequential judgment task. The results of
Studies 3 and 4 extend these findings by demonstrating that
sequential judgment effects can go in opposite directions. In Study
3, we successfully applied a procedural priming method to manip-
ulate whether judges focus on similarities or dissimilarities of the
presented athletes, whereas in Study 4 the degree of perceived
similarity between two athletes was manipulated by varying their
ostensible nationalities. In both studies, assimilation occurred
when judges focused on similarities, and contrast was the result of
focusing on dissimilarities.

These findings have a number of implications for performance
judgments in sports specifically and for social judgments in gen-
eral. Although the present research was not designed to examine
the specific mechanisms that underlie the obtained sequence ef-
fects, it demonstrates that the judgmental consequences and their
moderating factor are similar to those that are typical of compar-
ison processes. As is true for comparison consequences, it appears
to be the degree of perceived similarity between two consecutively
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judged targets that determines whether assimilation or contrast is
the judgmental outcome. In this respect, the same basic principles
that determine comparison consequences also appear to apply to
sequential judgments. This concordance suggests that comparison
processes contribute to the obtained effects. In fact, it is true for
gymnastics judgments, for example, that the official rules encour-
age judges to engage in comparison processes. Specifically, to
detect technical and positional execution errors of a given perfor-
mance, judges have to compare the performed elements to an ideal
standard (FIG, 2001). A comparison of this kind, however, would
not explain the pattern of results in our studies. Rather, our
findings suggest that it is not a comparison between an ideal and
the target performance but a direct comparison between the target
performance and a prior performance of a preceding athlete within
the same sequence. This finding is supported by results of a survey
by Plessner (1997), where more than half of the interviewed
gymnastics judges reported that they relied on direct comparisons
when judging a routine. This suggests that judges use a prior
performance as a standard of comparison to evaluate a target
performance. The question of which one of the preceding perfor-
mances is used as a standard of comparison is not clearly solved in
our research design because we had participants judge only two
performances in our experiments. In principle, it is conceivable
that any prior performance, such as the very first performance of
a sequence or the best performance, could serve as a standard of
comparison. However, we suggest that it is mostly the perfor-
mance right before the target that serves as the standard, as this
should be the most accessible one. This assumption is supported by
our findings in Study 1. In this study, we demonstrated that the
positive correlation between succeeding judgments was strongest
between a target performance and the immediately preceding per-
formance. This correlation decreased with increasing numbers of
intervening judgments. Although this evidence is merely correla-
tive in nature, we interpret this finding to support our suggestion
that, by serving as a comparison standard, the performance just
prior to a target performance has the strongest influence on the
target judgment. This should also apply to sequential judgment
situations consisting of more than two performances, as would
typically be the case in real gymnastics competitions, for example.

Comparison processes thus appear to contribute to sequential
judgment making. We go even further and argue that judges may
spontaneously engage in such a direct comparison between suc-
ceeding performances even if they are aware of that sequential
influence. This assumption is strengthened by recent findings in
the field of social comparison suggesting that comparisons often-
times just happen in a relatively spontaneous, effortless, and un-
intentional manner. Comparisons are not always deliberate pro-
cesses that are strategically engaged. Rather, they often appear to
be carried out spontaneously, even if a given standard is clearly
irrelevant (Gilbert, Giesler, & Morris, 1995). Comparisons even
influence judgments if people are not aware of potential standards
because they were presented subliminally (Mussweiler & Englich,
2005; Mussweiler, Rüter, & Epstude, 2004b). This evidence dem-
onstrates that oftentimes comparisons simply happen. They are
spontaneously engaged whenever a potential standard is accessi-
ble. In the special case of sequential performance judgments, a
host of potential standards is available in the form of previously
evaluated targets. In addition, these potential standards are highly
accessible because they have just been evaluated a short time ago.

This suggests that in sequential judgments, target evaluations are
likely to be influenced by spontaneous comparisons with prior
targets. Sequential judgments may thus essentially be comparative
judgments.

From this perspective, the present results also contribute to the
wide field of comparison research, which is often conducted in the
context of social comparison (Festinger, 1954). Here, it has re-
cently been suggested that the psychological mechanisms that
underlie comparisons and the effects they produce differ depend-
ing on whether a comparison is explicit or spontaneous in nature
(Stapel & Suls, 2004). The present findings demonstrate that this
is not necessarily the case. In none of our studies were participants
explicitly asked to compare the presented athletes with one an-
other. In fact, we carefully avoided using words like comparison or
compare in our instructions. Still, in all of our studies we obtained
a similar pattern of judgmental consequences that has been found
in studies examining consequences of explicit comparisons (e.g.,
Mussweiler, 2001b). This suggests that more explicit and more
spontaneous instances of comparative information processing may
well involve the same psychological mechanisms and yield similar
judgmental effects.

In addition to comparison research and social judgment re-
search, the present findings also are relevant for the applied field
of sport, particularly for research on gymnastics judgments. In all
four of our studies, we investigated the effects of sequential
judgments in a realistic context across different kind of sports.
Concordant with our predictions, we found for all of them that
evaluating athletic performances successively led to sequential
influences of preceding performances on target judgments. In the
sports long jumping and ski jumping used in Studies 2 and 3,
however, the impact of the investigated influence would rarely
have an effect on the ascertainment of the athletes’ performances
in a realistic competition because their achieved distances can
objectively be measured. This is not the case in Studies 1 and 4
because gymnastics performances are evaluated by human judg-
ments. In both studies, sequential performance judgments of
highly experienced gymnastics judges were investigated, thus in-
creasing the ecological validity of this research. The findings of
Study 1 and Study 4 clearly demonstrate that these judgments are
not free from distorting influences, even when made by experi-
enced judges. These results are in line with previous findings in
gymnastics research (Plessner & Schallies, 2005; Scheer, 1973;
Ste-Marie & Lee, 1991) and in other fields (Englich & Muss-
weiler, 2001; Englich, Mussweiler, & Strack, 2006), thus demon-
strating that judgments of experts and lay people are influenced in
similar ways. Especially in Study 4, we attempted to keep the
laboratory environments as close as possible to the natural setting
of judges in gymnastics competitions. Thus, in addition to the fact
that all of our participants were well trained in the task of judging
gymnastics performances, we used original gymnastics perfor-
mances as stimuli and assessed their evaluation along the official
guidelines of gymnastics judging. However, it should be noted that
some differences between our laboratory setting and the real world
remained. For example, judges watched the exercises on a com-
puter screen instead of on the competition floor. In relation to that
divergence, other issues—like the kind or amount of the visual
information assessed, the acoustic information assessed, or feel-
ings of pressure—also are likely to have diverged from the realistic
situation of gymnastics judges.
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Nevertheless, we argue that the demonstrated sequential effects
are of high practical relevance for judgments in gymnastics. A
closer look at the findings of Study 4 reveals that the final score for
the very same gymnastics performance differs depending on the
performance of a preceding athlete and the perceived similarity
between the sequentially judged gymnasts. The described differ-
ence, though in opposite directions, constitutes about two tenths of
a point for the similarity as well as the dissimilarity condition. At
first sight, this may appear negligible, but a closer look reveals that
two tenths of a point can have a crucial impact in the sport of
gymnastics. In the last Olympics, for example, for each of the six
apparatuses on which men perform, the score of the winner and the
score of the gymnast ending at the sixth position did not differ by
more than two tenths of a point (FIG, 2004). In light of the present
findings, paradoxically, a gymnast who won a gold medal because
he happened to start after a gymnast who was similar to him and
performed well might have gone home without a medal if the
gymnast before him had offered a flawed performance.

In conclusion, the present research demonstrates that sequential
performance judgments are not independent from one another.
Rather, a preceding judgment clearly influences the actual target
judgment in predictable ways. Specifically, the direction of the
influence depends on the perceived similarity between the sequen-
tially presented stimuli. If a target is perceived as generally similar
to its predecessor, assimilation effects ensue. If consecutively
presented stimuli are perceived as generally dissimilar, however,
contrast effects in the target judgment are expected.

To demonstrate the potential impact and practical relevance of
these findings again, we conclude with another example out of the
world of gymnastics. Paul Hamm, an outstanding American gym-
nast participating at the 2004 Olympics qualified for four out of the
six apparatus finals. In none of them, however, did he win the
Olympic gold medal. Taking into account that in all four compe-
titions, he missed that goal by less than one tenth of a point, we can
speculate that his dream of an Olympic gold medal in one of those
finals could have come true, if he had only started after the right
predecessor.
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