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The .cognitive approach to'stereotypes views

“stereotyping as

a nmatural consequence of normal cognitive processes;

therefore,

informakion that is inconsistent with a stereotype is less

likely to be temembered. To ifivestigate this hypothesis an earlier.
experiment was replicated in theree studies. Subjects received
congruent or neutral information about a target person with one

- - exception which was eithet congruent or incongruent with the

~, impressioh and was attributed to either a situational or

dispositional cause. Results demonstrated that incongruent behawvior
Jiad an advantage in recall only when behavior was attributed to

2+ - dispositional causes. When behavior was attributed to situational

+ Causes, ‘incongruent information was no more likely to be recalled
than congruent information. In addition, subjacts preferred

<

hY

. “'situational attrib
. attributions for

utions for incongruent behavior and-dispositional’

ngruent béhavior.

The findings suggest that when
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confronted with-bahavior .that #oes not fit their stereotypes,
individupls may search fgiéa situational attribution, thereby
déecreasing the likglihood of recall. (JAC) '
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Psychologists have often noted that stereotypes dre Highly resistant
to” change., We maintain our generdlizations about categories of people in

the face of ndmerous examples of individuals who simply don't fit those

generalizations. Early theorists argued that stereotypes are unresponsive
to feedback,beﬁause they are irrational, an imstance of cognitive processes
gone awry (Lippman, 1922)., The cognitive approach to stereotypes,

represented . by this symposium takes an alternative view--~that stereotyping

[

is a natural cogsequence -of “normal cognitive processes. Several
cognitively oriented researchers have suggested ¢€hat stereotypes are

resistant to change because information that is inconsistént or incongruent

I

with &4 stereotype is less likely té6 be remembered than information that

Yits the stereotype: Since incongruent.informationxis not remembered,.it

-
Y

hasilittle impact-on generaliéations about groups. .

There is some support for this. hypothesis in tHe 1literatures. on

. . - \« *

stereotyping, person perception, and non ocial perception. For example,

recognition memory for itéms that*were presented in a description of a,

-

cnerson .18 more accurate "for items that are consistent with a stereotype

than for items that are inconsistent with the stereotype (Cohen, in pre331

b

Howard & Rothbart, 1980)’ (See Hamilton, ¢979, for a discussion).

+

Hastie (1981) reviewed’ both the cé%nitive and social psychological -

literatures on memory for information that is consistent -or inconsistent

with a schepa of any . type, -including a stereotype. H® concluded that

I3 3

effects on recognition'tasks differ from thdse on free recall tasks. On

recognition tasks, information that is ‘pongruent is more likely to be

recalled, whereaa in.free. recall tasks, information that is incongruent is

more‘ 1ikely to be recalled Hastie and ‘Kumar (1979) provided a convincing

A
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> demonstration of superior recall for ingongruent. information in social
“ -4 i . ¢
perception. They gave subjects a list of traits said to be characteristic-

~

cf a stimulus penson, John, and then showed sentence§ describing several

behayiors of John. 3ome of the behaviors were congruent with the initial

impreésion,*sdme were incongruent, and some were neutrai with .respect“.to
’ (

\L A

the initial impression. SubJects were instructed to ‘form anjimpression of

John. After viewing the slides, subgects were presented with a surﬁrise
free = recall task. The results revealed that bghaviors that were

incongruent with the impression were more likely to be: recalled than

s A - . -

congruent behaviors. - ; ('. A
£ o

These results ‘are 'puzzling in the context .of several studies which

A
. -~ 3
& -~

show that incongruent infermationfhas little: impact on stereotypes and

impressions. The apparent contradiction . may be' reconciled'if subjects

ignore the incongruent information believing that it does not provide good

'
’

evidence of the person' ‘typical behavior. One way ta. discredit

incongruent ipformation ds’by-generating attributions forf . the behavior.

1

'Incongruent behaviors  may be attributed to situational pressures or.

\ v ’

tegporary factors rather than seen as reflecting the personality or

°

. enduring characteristics of the person. Congruent behavi?rs, on thé other

hand, may be attributed to the disposition of the person .. Several studies

»

provide at least partial support for this hypothesis.’ For example DEaux

and‘ﬁmswiller (197%) found that success by a maleu.on a stereotypically .

masculine task was attributed to ability, but success by* a female on. the

v
H °'/

same task was attributed to luch.'((See also Feldman-Summers and ‘Kiesler,
x . ) -

1974; Hamilton, 1979; Kulik, Note 1). S x

Thus,'we argue that information that is incongruent_with an impression
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may be eexplained as caused by hsituational forces. The addiuiépal
. \ \

processing that goes into generating -this attrihution may make the

incongruent item easier to rkecall, 'yet limit the impact of the item'on

- subsequent' judgments..f That is, causal attributions' *for incongruent/

-

behavior; not- recall for the behavior, may account for the impact of

~

Pehavior oa’impresSions. By studyifng recall alone we.may not learn very

much-about_why stereotypes are resistant to chanée.

- To 1nvestigate this hypothesis, we conducted an experiment replicating
c H 4
most of the basic procedures of Hastie and Kumar's (1979) study. In our

- -

experiment , however, a11 the 1nformation subjects receiVed about the target

”

person was congruent or neutral‘to the impression,’with the exception of

. / : .t

one target item which was - either congruent on/ %ncongruent with the

-
‘.

inression and was attributed to either a situatioﬂal or’, dispositional

LY \°

. ' » . -

cause. . R
.
. { K : .
s Experiment 1 ,
. * >
P 4 ——b\

JSubjects were °“told they were participatiﬁg;in a study of‘}mpression

formation. Subjects were given a list of 5 traits charactFristic of John:
3 . . - - s

- friendly, goodnatured} cheerful, likeable, and pleasant Subjects wrote

»

s

-

their impressions of John then they saw. 17 slides describing behaviors of

i3 )

John, Twelve of the behaviprs were friendly, four yere.neutral, and one

. . -
.

behavior--the target behavior-- was either conéruent -or incongruent with
+ € v : : . . .
friendly. The congruent behavior was, "He gave up his seat to an elderly

L3 b .
man on the subway." The incongruent behavior was ®He cut in linfe in front .

of 3 'people ‘¥ the bank." In addition, aq'explanation, attributing the .
behavior to dither a situatibnal or dispositional cause, appeared‘ on the

-




target glide. For the friendly behayior the situational attribution was,

"He did _this bécause he was sittingAin a’ seat legally reserved for the

+

K . ) ‘ ) .
elderly,"” and the dispos*tional attfhbution was, "He did this because he is

courteous -9to o!hers."{ For thg unfriendly behav1or the situational

atgribution was, "He did this because he was paged for' an. emergency, and

. . ’

3the dispositional attribution was, "He,did this because he didn't gare what

v .

others thought.." The target slidetwas always the 8th slide of the 17 shown.

’

After v1ewrﬁg the slides, subjects again'wrobe thier impressions of

John, and rated him on 16 friendly and unfriendly traits. Then subjects
‘ - i «
were asked to write, down as many of John' s; " behaviors as they could_
. C o )
. /
remember, ' . . . o ’ -

. . ~ . - N - " / . . ,
+The entire procedure was replicated.an a ditferent set of 'sgbjects L
. ’ &

P

4

using traits and'behauions'related to unintelligence._.in sum, we crossed,
AY h . Y. ¢ . »

Congruence gcongruent or incongruent) with Attribution (situational or
1

-

. disoositional) in a between-subgects design, replicated with two traits,

friendly and unintelligent. .t

Results - o

[ .
-, “a, ® S

All oﬂ.the results I will discuss today showeq the . same pattern for
~ <.

- - ~

botg the friendly and unintelligegt traits.

. . “6

- 3_331; The maJor 1tem.of interest is the proportion of sub3ect5\who

@

-, ~ I3

“recalled item sas a function - of whether the item was, congruent .or

-

’ incongruent, . ahd whether' it \was given a~'situationa1 or disposxtional

~

4‘ )attr«ibution. The results of this analysis .are presented in the first

i

c > . -

slide. Contrary to. our predfctions, the incongruent item was most likely

to be recalled onf"in the* disposipional attribution conditions. Iq\ the ’ ‘_"
, ’ ”\q\

_I
o
4
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situational attribution conditions the target item was equally 1likely, to be
reca;led when it was congruent or 1ncongruent.;_Thus, we replicated Hagtie ‘(

- and Kumar's finding of superior recall for incongruent behav1or only when

. the behavior was. followed - by a dispositional, but not a situatx"gl,
attribution, To-
‘ . )) \ ,® - —‘N 4 )
., 4bpressions. When'we looked at the 1mpre331ons ,that“subjects wrote
) _ ~ D

., after learning about John's behaV1ors, 1t was clear that some sub jects

v i) LA

. spontaneously mentioned the target'item in their impressions. For example,

. one subject in the incongruent, dispositional attribution condition, wrote,
Pad + ‘

2] . 'rIt w091d be hard, after hearing about John's actionsq not to
think he an overald nice guy. The one statement that he cut in

front of the people at the bank because he, did nbt care what they

-

thought--left me confnsed. John appears ﬁo really care about people,

v

f, ~ or at least'he's putting on a good act. We all have a bad %Hay and _—
& - 7 . even the best people tend to lose their cool sometimes. However-~the .

.o , 2

idea that he didn't eare both!red me. Overall I'd feel my friend John

was a really nice guy and forget'about-the\bank’scenee-He seems to' be
. - N f, -~ - . s

-
e

someone who would: be a genuine -Friend and whqagékes tine to do-nice
. . - L4 . 3
things for others. I feel that he is a pre;ty well rounded ifndividual
A" ’ . L ’ . .

. "7 who would probably be fun to be around." (Subjegt j030)
t' & .

* , . ’ 4 . '
. ) + We wondered whether subjects were more likely to mention the target -
H 1 K 4 . . ‘

. R kK
item ' in their impressions in particular experimenta% qpnditions.,isubjects,

~
}' . were most likely to mention the target i%em when it was incongruent, and.

_followeq‘ by a dispos;tional attributfon. Fi?ty:percent of the‘suBﬁecys'in',.,.
o .¢;.: this-condition mentioned the behavior., compared to_gﬁsubjegts %P'gll of the' N
*-r‘;‘ o’ ‘. " K
° b = -

u \ ' 7 v

R /.

e
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other conditions combined. It is clear from' this analysis .that the

4

incongruent . item is on subject's minds‘ when it 1is followed by a

»

- dispositional attribution, L .

. To examine the impact of the target item on impressions, wex had the

impressions coded for‘ friendliness. We predic ed that the 1mpact of the

incongruent item on impressions would depend on the attribution provided

for it. John should be seen as most friendly'when the target item was

» LI

congruent with friendliness and given a dispositional attribution. He
should be seen as least friendly when the target item was incongruent with Ve
friendliness and given a disp631tional attribution.‘ As you can see in the;
next slide, our predictions were confirmed The attribution provided for

John's behavior influenced hoh it affected subjects! impressions of him.,

- y
) : N

Izgi;_ﬂg&iggg. Subjects also rated John-on 16 friendly and unfriendly

”

. traits ' We predicted effects on the trait ratings similar to those we

. [}
< obtained dn the 1mpressions. Again, the attribution provided for the =
. target 1tem should_influence how it affected the trait ratihgs. To our

. P ) .
suprise, the predicted interaction was nonsignificant.

Discussion . -

¥ ~ . . ] . . . * « -
‘ '

- The pattern of results obtained on the ‘open-ended impressions was not

/ . replicated on the, trait ratings, suggesting that our manipulations had only

I

a weak effect on impressions of John, . Onevexplanation for the failuref to

-

-, P

find effects on the ratings is that the target item was only .one of 17"
items, and - effects of the manipulations on this ohe item may have beerli
overwhelmed by all the other, information a&%ilable to subjects. That is, a

single behavior may have a big impact on our impr‘ssions of "a person when

. .

» we have little other information, yet have only a small impact when we know

-
N
’
s\
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a lot about them. To examine this hypothesis, we rebeated *Experiment ¥
-
with one modification-- subJects saw only 8 slides depicting behaViors of

_John, . . ' ¢

]

All subjects saw the first 8, slides shown in Experiment 1. The target
L "
item was now the fifth slide shown. Again, it wad® either congruent or

incongruent, and was- followed by either a dispositional or a situational ,‘

q . ¢ -

attribution,

o

Results
- ' ' ” . . : 7. B ;

‘} .

The pattern of results obtained on the recall measure and -thee

A3 A

open;ended'impressions replicated those obtained in Experiment 1.

Irajit Ratings. In Experiment 2 we hypothesized that with fewer

behaviors, the. target item would have an impact on the trait .ratings.- As

>

you can see in Figure y, John was rated as most friendly in the congruent

dis#bsitional attribution conditions, and least friendly in the incongruent

i

disposTtional attripution conditions, as we predicted.

Discussion
o . ~

In Experiment 2, recall for the target item} open-ended impressions,

and trait ratings all showed a similar pattern of results. The tarset’item
was most likely to‘be recalled and had the most impact on impressions, when
it was ingongruent and followed by a dispositional attribution. Thus, the

type of attribution that subjeets generate for incongruent behavior appears

to be an important determinant of both recall and impressions. S

- o
This raises the guestion of.how dur Subjects themselves would explain

‘// R . ' 4
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the target item. . Previous -researqh( suggests ghab incongruent behavior,

] . , ’ :
- . o f :

tends to be attributed to situational rather than dispositional causes. o

. .
’ \

‘. " . N H v . i
Thus, " we have assumed that .our 'subjects are more likely to generate . _ X

o . situational attributions for thé incongruent itéh, and dispositional
. ot

- s

. ) \ _
attributions for* the congruent item. To verify this assumpgion, we

- .
. A . . = .
-

conducted a third experiment. c . \><\\\\
) * N . d , . . )
T <o : P . .
! . In this experiment,-we replicated the general procedure of . Experment

> .

‘ 1. HoweQér, this time. no.att}ibution was provided for the target item. - .

After subjects had seen all 17 slides deséribing behaviors of John, they

-\

wrote their impression of him. After giving thir impression, subjects

’

were. reminded of.t%s behavior on slide 8, and asked to rate "Tq what 'ext&nt .

0y [ -

did this happen because of the kind ofhperson John ié,? and "io what extent

did this happen because of the situatien of circumstances John was im." - . v
Results ’
We predicted that when the target behavior was’ congruent with the Lt o

=

initial impression subjects would rate the behavior as more disbositionally

than situationally. caused. When the behavior was incongruent with the

impreﬁsion, it should be'séen as’ more situationally than dispositionaliy
. * ’ G
caused. As you can see in Figure 5, our predictions were confirmed,

-
- ! ’

’ Nl N &
e ‘ - mmmm - - s

. _ -

These studies demonstggte that incongruent pehavior has an advantage .

t

in recall only when-the behavior is attributed to -dispositional causes, - "j
‘ .
"When behavior is {ftributed to situational causes', incongruent i gfoz‘mat'ion

a

is no‘Pore likely to be recalled than congruenﬁ informaﬁion. r_"‘ addition,

- ’

. .
- . W
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our third exper1ment shows that subJeots do prefer‘!htuatlonal attributions

-~ . -

for 1ncongruent behav1or and dlsposltlonal attrlbutlons for congruent'

) i
behavior, This suggests to us that superior recall of incongruent behav1or

may be an ihfrequent occurrence out31de the laboratory. Instead, when

> . s

oonfronted with. a behavior that’ doesn't, flt their ihpressions or

o M
.

stereotypes, people may " search for a sitnational attribution "for the
behavior, limiting its impact on the impression,‘ and decreasing the

) . cdr ) ) . v
likelihood it will be recalled. -

s

B A ) /‘
These studies.suggest a resblution of the apparent contradiction

A

~ ’

between' superior reoall for 1ncongruent 1nformatlon,§and the pers1stence of

f‘-\( g

stereotypes in-the face of 1nformation that doesn't fit those stereotypes.

. »

Stereotypes nay be difficult to change because when faced with an instance

~

of behavior that ‘disconfirms our stereotypes, we try to explaih away the

’
-

behavior as a product of special circﬁmstances, The disoonfirming behavior
becomes a special’ case, not relevant to our 1mpress1on of the group as a
»a Y - \

whole, and in all 11ke11hood is forgotten. To undersband the ‘process of
: tLe [ - :

stereotype ohange,'it may begmore'important to focus on how infordhation is

explained and whether others thilnk it provides geod‘evidence that their

<

“stereotype was wrong, than ‘on whether the information was recalled.

. [ . Y

a e~
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PROPORTION OF SUBJECTS WHO SPONTANEOUSLY:MENTIONED THE TARGET BEHAVIOR
IN THEIR OPEN-ENDED IMPRESSION OF JOHN, CHI-SQUARE TESTS REVEALED A MAIN:

EFFECT OF CoNeRUENGE (2 (1) = 9,06, P < ,003) AND A PAIN EFFECT OF
ATI'RIBUTION (x2 (D = 1518, P .0001).
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