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Achieving commonality in interpersonal communication:
Shared reality and memory processes
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In the lead article, Yoshi Kashima (2014) reviews and conceptually integrates studies on the processes underlying the
construction of socially and culturally shared knowledge.
The result is an assembly of research to form a bigger
picture. The analyses are informed by insights into conversational, cognitive, behavioural, and motivational mechanisms, and this constellation can be informative and
inspiring not only to social psychologists, but to scholars
from different fields, including cognition, psycholinguistics,
sociology, and anthropology. As a social psychologist, I am
particularly impressed by the keen analysis of the interplay
between the relational, informational and epistemic functions of shared knowledge (illustrated with the connectivityinformativeness dilemma), and how this interplay is fleshed
out at the interpersonal, intragroup and intergroup level.
Over the course of the article, the reader learns about various
implications of the present approach to cultural meaning
making that can contribute to a better understanding of
various key psychological phenomena, including the dissemination of stereotypes, the creation of interpersonal relationships, effects of social identification, and conditions for
interpersonal mimicry.
In a nutshell, the breadth and depth of the contribution is
remarkable. There were only a few open issues that came
up when I read the article. For instance, while it is crystalclear that the author himself has made innovative and
elegant use of experimentation in his own empirical work,
I was not sure how to weigh exactly the comments on
experimental methodology at the beginning. In the fifth
paragraph, the author draws on a classical methodological
distinction in psychology (e.g. Dilthey, 1894) to outline an
imbalance of models of scientific investigation in cultural
psychology. He juxtaposes a (dominant) natural-science
approach, which aims at causal explanation through the
method of experimentation, and a (peripheral) humanitiesinspired approach, which is devoted to the understanding
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and interpretation of meaning through hermeneutic
methods. Then, ‘attempts to redress this state of affairs’ are
characterized as ‘bringing meaning back from the cold.’ I
felt that the overtone of this passage was slightly too critical
of experimentation. Of course, many studies on communicative and cultural dynamics of meaning making, several of
which are mentioned in the lead article, have fruitfully
employed experimental manipulations to test predictions
about causal processes such as the antecedents and effects
of activating culturally relevant knowledge (Chiu & Hong,
2007). However, rather than dwelling on the contrasts
between the two, unequally popular, traditions, and thus
conjuring up erstwhile methodological disputes, scholars
should be alert to the benefits of a context-sensitive, flexible
use of methods from the one or other tradition. It would be
interesting to identify specific domains or types of research
questions in the psychology of culture, for which the use of
experimental methods is more or less feasible. For instance,
non-experimental methods can and should be used whenever it is difficult, impossible, or ethically irresponsible
to employ experimental manipulations. In the present
domain, this might be true for influences of socialization or
acculturation on grounding, which can hardly be studied
experimentally.
My main comments refer to the type of commonality
or alignment achieved in interpersonal communication
(common ground, shared reality) and the role of memory
processes in the fading, or shared forgetting, of information
in knowledge transmission. The author highlights conversational grounding, that is, the mutual negotiation of, and
agreement on, common ground, as a key process in the
creation of meaning and cultural knowledge. According to
a pivotal definition, common ground consists of ‘the propositions whose truth he [a speaker; our addition] takes for
granted as part of the background of the conversation’
(Stalnaker, 1978, p. 320). In subsequent work, common
ground has been characterized as the set of information that
conversation partners take for granted as mutually understood (Clark & Carlson, 1981; Clark & Schaefer, 1989), or,
simply put, the partners’ sense that they are talking about
the same thing (Brennan, 1998). In the lead article, the
original psycholinguistic notion of grounding is illustrated
with an exchange between two communication partners,
Adam and Ben, who jointly establish the meaning of
Adam’s utterance ‘Gary bought a ring.’
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It is one merit of the present paper that it fathoms the
broader social-psychological implications of grounding. In
the example, the two interlocutors not only ensure the
mutual understanding of the focal information at hand (i.e.
Gary planning to marry Mary); their exchange also takes
for granted the quality of the relevant social relationships,
an array of background knowledge and presumptions such
as gender stereotypes and social scripts (here, on the steps
toward marriage), as well as expectations and norms about
future behaviour and actions (such as acting in accordance
with the grounded information, for instance, offering
Mary a seat next to Gary at the next team dinner). Also,
as Kashima (2014) points out in another passage, grounded
information becomes ‘part of a shared reality’ between the
interlocutors. It is the relation between common ground and
shared reality (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009) that I
would like to examine here. In brief, shared reality involves
not only mutual understanding of what is meant, what I
would refer to as conceptual alignment, but also interpersonally shared judgments and evaluations of the topic.
Thus, over and above conceptual alignment, shared reality
also emphasizes evaluative alignment between interaction
partners. In the following I develop this argument in more
detail.
According to a current definition (Echterhoff, Higgins
et al., 2009; also see Echterhoff, 2010), shared reality is the
product of the motivated process of experiencing a commonality of inner states (e.g. attitudes, impressions, or
judgments) about the world. Shared reality requires that
people infer or know another person’s inner state and are
aware of the target of this inner state (e.g. a new colleague
at work, the planned marriage between two acquaintances,
or a religious issue). It also involves the experience of a
connection with the other person (Echterhoff, Kopietz &
Higgins, 2013). Creating the commonality is driven by
fundamental human needs and motives, specifically the
(epistemic) need for a confident understanding of the world
and the (affiliative-relational) need to connect with others
(Echterhoff, Lang, Krämer & Higgins, 2009; Kopietz,
Hellmann, Higgins & Echterhoff, 2010). The two needs are
closely intertwined in the operation of shared reality. For
instance, by creating a shared reality about a newcomer
after his or her first day at a workplace, the old members of
the work team can both fulfill their epistemic need for a
confident judgment and confirm or strengthen their mutual
relationship.
Some interaction partners (e.g. ingroup members) are
preferred over others (e.g. outgroup members) as partners
for shared reality creation because the interaction with them
is perceived as more likely to satisfy these epistemic and
relational needs. Indeed, studies using the saying-isbelieving paradigm, some of which are also mentioned in
Kashima’s article, have provided evidence that is consistent
with shared-reality theory. For instance, in some saying-is-
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believing studies the audience of a message about a target
person was either a member of the communicators’ ingroup
or a member of the communicators’ outgroup (Echterhoff,
Higgins & Groll, 2005; Echterhoff, Higgins, Kopietz &
Groll, 2008). While communicators adapted, or ‘tuned,’
their message to both audiences, only those addressing an
ingroup audience, but not those addressing an outgroup
audience, incorporated the audience-tuned view into their
own memory representation of the target person. Additional
evidence suggested that communicators were more motivated and willing to create a shared reality with the ingroup
audience than with the outgroup audience.
The lead article refers to this body of research to illustrate
the motivational and social conditions for the communicators’ experience of having grounded information as ‘real’
and mutually accepted. Indeed, we (Echterhoff, Higgins
et al., 2009) have argued that successful grounding is a
condition, or building block, for shared reality. However, we
have also argued that shared reality goes beyond common
ground. Consider the saying-is-believing effect as an
instance of shared-reality creation. The key outcome in
saying-is-believing studies is a commonality of evaluative,
or valenced, representations about a target person among
communicator and audience. In this respect, the audiencetuning memory effect captures evaluative alignment
between communicator and audience regarding an object of
evaluation (see Echterhoff et al., 2013; Higgins, 2012).
This commonality refers not only to what something is
but, given what it is, how it should be judged or evaluated.
Psycholinguistic accounts of common ground primarily
address commonality between communication partners
at the conceptual level regarding what something is and
how they refer to it (Clark & Schaefer, 1989; Clark &
Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986). The key outcome measures in
psycholinguistic research, such as an addressee’s successful decoding of a speaker’s verbal reference (e.g. Clark &
Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986; Schober & Clark, 1989) or lexical
entrainment (Brennan & Clark, 1996), represent (temporary) conceptual alignment between conversation partners
(also see Pickering & Garrod, 2004). Conceptual alignment
requires partner-specific agreement about how to conceptualize and describe a target referent, for example, by agreeing on the reference ‘sad rabbit’ to describe an ambiguous
tangram figure (Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986).
Hence, common ground entails conceptual alignment,
but not necessarily evaluative alignment. In other words,
agreement between people about the referent of a description does not mean that they have a shared reality regarding
how to evaluate that referent. For instance, there can be
common ground between Israelis and Palestinians, in the
sense of a shared reference, regarding what is referred to by
the expression ‘Road Map’ (which formulates steps toward
a two state solution). However, any such agreement on the
reference of ‘Road Map’ would not mean that they agreed
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in their evaluation of the Road Map. The difference can also
be illustrated with the key example from the lead article.
The two interlocutors, Adam and Ben, may quickly negotiate and ground the meaning of Adam’s brief remark
(‘Gary bought a ring’) and thus achieve conceptual alignment. However, this does not mean that they have achieved
evaluative alignment as they may still diverge in their judgment or evaluation of the imminent marriage between Mary
and Gary. While conceptual alignment is a prerequisite, or
at least a facilitating condition, for shared reality, evaluative
alignment would be an additional, critical feature of a
full-blown shared reality.
Certainly, there is no a priori reason why common
ground has to be conceptualized to exclude the possible
evaluative or attitudinal dimension of mutual understanding. Indeed, as noted above, the lead article is sympathetic
to a broader, social psychological understanding of common ground. However, the notion of common ground has
been designed for answering specific research questions
about the possibility of common understanding of what
something is and how it is referred to in conversation, rather
than questions about evaluative or attitudinal alignment
between communication partners.
I suspect that the distinction between conceptual and
evaluative alignment in interpersonal communication has
further implications that could be gauged by future work. To
be sure, one can easily argue for the critical importance, or
indispensability, of evaluation in human experience and
behaviour in the material, social and cultural environment.
Just like other organisms, humans need to make constant
evaluations of stimuli in their environment to maximize their
benefits or, at a minimum, to survive and reproduce. Other
key motives, such as the motives for value, understanding
(truth), and control, are closely associated with, or in the
service of, satisfying this fundamental need (cf. Higgins,
2012). Thus, it may support theorizing about the communicative achievement of commonalities to consider processes
underlying evaluative alignment. In so doing, approaches to
interpersonal communication and conversation could profit
from taking into account more systematically far-flung
approaches in social influence, attitude change and persuasion, which, in turn, could be extended by integrating the
role of basic communication processes, such as those
described by Kashima. However, one should also reckon
with notorious barriers to the achievement of evaluative
alignment. Such barriers seem especially high in the arena of
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