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Prejudice and Stereotype Maintenance Processes:
Attention, Attribution, and Individuation

Jeffrey W. Sherman
University of California, Davis

Steven J. Stroessner
Barnard College, Columbia University

Frederica R. Conrey
Indiana University

Omar A. Azam
Abn Amro

Three experiments examined the relationship between prejudice and processing of stereotypic informa-
tion. Higher levels of prejudice were associated with greater attention to and more thorough encoding of
stereotype-inconsistent than stereotype-consistent behaviors but only when processing capacity was
plentiful (Experiments 1 and 3). High-prejudice participants attributed consistent behaviors to internal
factors and inconsistent behaviors to external forces (Experiment 2). Together, these results suggest that
high-prejudice people attend carefully to inconsistent behaviors to explain them away but only if they
have sufficient resources to do so. Results also showed that low-prejudice but not high-prejudice
participants formed individuated impressions by integrating the implications of the target’s behaviors
(i.e., individuating). High levels of prejudice appear to be associated with biased encoding and judgment
processes that may serve to maintain stereotypes.
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Whereas prejudice is typically defined as the positive or nega-
tive evaluations of social groups and their members, stereotypes
are the knowledge, beliefs, and expectations associated with those
groups (e.g., Hamilton & Sherman, 1994; Mackie & Smith, 1998).
Though research on these two topics has frequently proceeded in
isolation, prejudice and stereotyping are clearly related in impor-
tant ways (see Mackie & Smith, 1998, for a review). For example,
a central theme in social psychological theory has been that ste-
reotyping promotes prejudice and that prejudice reduction depends
on stereotype change. Much theorizing also assumes that prejudice
should influence the extent of stereotyping. In this regard, preju-
dice has been shown to moderate stereotype endorsement, such
that high-prejudice people typically make more stereotypical judg-
ments than do low-prejudice people (e.g., Devine, 1989; Monteith,
1993). One important theoretical tradition posits that this effect
emerges because prejudice encourages the use of stereotypes as a
means to justify societal inequality (e.g., Allport, 1954; Katz &

Braly, 1933; Lippmann, 1922). This perspective has received
increasing attention in recent years, including empirical support
(e.g., Crandall & Eshleman, 2003; Jost & Hunyady, 2002; Jost &
Major, 2001; Kay & Jost, 2003; Yzerbyt & Anouk, 2001; Yzerbyt,
Rocher, & Schadron, 1997).

However, considering the importance of the relationship be-
tween prejudice and stereotyping, there is relatively little direct
evidence regarding the impact of prejudice on stereotyping. Re-
search that examines the specific mechanisms by which prejudice
may influence stereotyping has been particularly scant. In what
ways might prejudice influence social–cognitive processes to
maintain stereotypes? To date, most of the research investigating
this question has focused on stereotype inhibition processes. This
research has shown that for many low-prejudice individuals, ste-
reotyping is deemed to be unacceptable, and stereotype use often
is accompanied by feelings of guilt or compunction. As a result,
low-prejudice persons are much more likely to actively inhibit
stereotypic thinking and responding than are high-prejudice per-
sons (e.g., Monteith, 1993; Monteith, Sherman, & Devine, 1998).

Though clearly important, inhibitory processes may be but one
of many routes through which prejudice moderates stereotyping.
Specifically, because they regulate the expression but not neces-
sarily the content of stereotypical beliefs, inhibitory processes can
be viewed as having an indirect role in stereotyping. It is also
possible that prejudice has a more direct role by influencing the
content of stereotypical beliefs through cognitive mechanisms
employed during the processing of stereotype-relevant informa-
tion. Prejudice, for example, might affect allocation of attention to
information that confirms or contradicts existing stereotypes,
might influence how that information is interpreted, and might
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moderate whether available information is used as the basis for
judgments of groups and their members. These relatively direct
effects of prejudice on stereotyping are the focus of this research.

In our research, we examine the influence of prejudice on the
encoding and integration of behavioral information. Regarding
encoding, we investigate the thoroughness with which stereotype-
consistent and stereotype-inconsistent behaviors are encoded (Ex-
periments 1 and 3) and the manner in which these behaviors are
explained (Experiment 2). We also examine the role of cognitive
resources in these processes (Experiment 3). Regarding behavioral
integration, we examine the extent to which high- and low-
prejudice persons’ judgments of a target are based on the target’s
individuating behaviors (Experiments 1 and 2). Although numer-
ous cognitive processes are implicated in stereotyping, we focus on
these processes because they have proven to be central to perceiv-
ing individuals and groups (Hamilton & Sherman, 1994) and
because of their potential importance for modifying the content of
stereotypical beliefs.

Attention/Encoding Quality

One important way in which prejudice may influence stereotyp-
ing is by affecting the amount of attention paid to stereotypic and
counterstereotypic behaviors and, consequently, the extent to
which those behaviors are carefully encoded. If, for example,
high-prejudice persons attend to and encode consistent behaviors
more thoroughly than inconsistent behaviors, this may contribute
to the formation of stereotypic judgments. Conversely, if low-
prejudice persons attend to and encode inconsistent behaviors
more thoroughly than consistent behaviors, nonstereotypic judg-
ments will likely form.

There are reasons to expect such encoding effects. First, there is
a long history of research on selective attention attesting to the fact
that people often attend to information that is consistent or con-
genial with existing attitudes and beliefs (see Frey, 1986, for a
review). If consistent behaviors are more congenial to high-
prejudice people and inconsistent behaviors are more congenial to
low-prejudice people, then one would expect encoding biases
consistent with those attitudes. Second, differences in their con-
cerns about forming biased impressions may cause low- and high-
prejudice individuals to differentially encode consistent and incon-
sistent information. Attention tends to be directed at inconsistent
rather than consistent information when perceivers are motivated
to be accurate, whereas perceivers unconcerned with accuracy are
more likely to focus on consistent information (for a review, see
Fiske, Lin, & Neuberg, 1999). Given that low-prejudice persons
often have strong internal motivations to form nonbiased impres-
sions (Plant & Devine, 1998), they might be expected to more
carefully encode inconsistent than consistent information. In con-
trast, high-prejudice persons, who are not so concerned with ac-
curacy, may be expected to more carefully encode consistent than
inconsistent information.

Despite these reasons favoring the encoding of congenial infor-
mation, there are theoretical bases for predicting other outcomes.
If, as argued above, low-prejudice individuals are motivated to
form accurate impressions, it is unclear why this motivation would
produce a bias favoring inconsistent information. A motivation to
be accurate might instead produce equal encoding effort for all

types of available information, without regard to whether the
information was consistent or inconsistent with a preexisting ex-
pectancy. This would occur if these individuals gave no weight to
expectancies (e.g., Brewer, 1988).

There is even reason to predict the opposite pattern to that
described above, with high-prejudice persons encoding inconsis-
tent information more carefully and low-prejudice persons encod-
ing consistent information more carefully. In their quantity of
processing view of motivated reasoning, Ditto and his colleagues
argue that people tend to accept the validity of information that is
consistent with desired beliefs with little scrutiny. In contrast,
people set a much higher threshold for accepting preference-
inconsistent information and, therefore, scrutinize that information
very carefully (Ditto & Lopez, 1992; Ditto, Munro, Apanovitch,
Scepansky, & Lockhart, 2003). To the extent that high- and low-
prejudice people prefer to view others in stereotypic or counter-
stereotypic terms, respectively, then this may affect the extent to
which they process stereotype-consistent and stereotype-
inconsistent information. In particular, because they are less mo-
tivated to form accurate impressions, more motivated to uphold
their stereotypes, and more likely to feel threatened by stereotype-
inconsistent information, high-prejudice individuals may attend
very closely to this information. In this case, however, effort would
not be directed at the inconsistent information to support unbiased,
individuated impression formation but rather to scrutinize the
information for means by which its impact may be minimized or
explained away, thereby bolstering the stereotype. At the same
time, stereotype-confirming information may receive relatively
little scrutiny, as it confirms what high-prejudice individuals want
to believe. For the same reasons, low-prejudice persons might
attend carefully to stereotype-confirming information to explain it
away in pursuit of forming nonstereotypic judgments and might
give little scrutiny to stereotype-disconfirming information.

Ditto and his colleagues have provided evidence for such mo-
tivated processes in a variety of domains, including impressions
formed of liked and disliked others and self-diagnoses of threat-
ening medical conditions (Ditto & Lopez, 1992; Ditto et al., 2003).
In the stereotyping domain, research has shown that people tend to
recall more stereotype-inconsistent than stereotype-consistent in-
formation about out-group but not in-group members (Bardach &
Park, 1996; Wänke & Wyer, 1996), demonstrating that those
presumably least motivated to form accurate and/or nonstereotypi-
cal impressions (out-group members) may be particularly likely to
notice and remember counterstereotypical target information, per-
haps because of the careful scrutiny given to this information. In
other research, sexist individuals were shown to experience more
agitation-related emotions in response to stereotype-inconsistent
information, and to have superior memory for that information,
than individuals low in sexism (Förster, Higgins, & Strack, 2000).
Finally, Eagly and her colleagues have demonstrated that perceiv-
ers often attend more carefully to counterattitudinal than proatti-
tudinal messages as they attempt to diminish the impact of uncon-
genial information (Eagly, Kulesa, Brannon, Shaw, and Hutson-
Comeaux, 2000).

Thus, there is precedent to expect that high levels of prejudice
may be associated with preferential encoding of either stereotype-
consistent or stereotype-inconsistent information. Low levels of
prejudice may be associated with preferential encoding of either
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inconsistent or consistent information or, alternatively, associated
with equivalent encoding of the two types of information. Exper-
iments 1 and 3 were designed to address these competing
possibilities.

Attributional Processes

Another important encoding process that may be affected by
prejudice is the manner in which stereotypical and counterstereo-
typical behaviors are explained. If high-prejudice individuals are
relatively likely to attribute consistent behaviors to internal causes
and inconsistent behaviors to external causes, whereas low-
prejudice individuals are relatively likely to attribute consistent
behaviors to external causes and inconsistent behaviors to internal
causes, then this may explain judgmental disparities between high-
and low-prejudice people. This possibility is discussed in greater
detail in the introduction to Experiment 2.

Behavioral Integration

A third important mechanism by which prejudice may influence
stereotyping is by influencing the extent to which people base their
impressions of a person on that person’s specific behaviors. If
low-prejudice people are more likely to integrate a target’s specific
behaviors into an impression, whereas high-prejudice people are
more likely to base their impressions on prior expectancies, then
this also may explain why low-prejudice people form less stereo-
typical impressions than high-prejudice people. Certainly, to the
extent that behavioral integration is a relatively effortful impres-
sion formation strategy, we might expect that accuracy-motivated
low-prejudice people would be more likely than high-prejudice
people to engage in such processes (Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neu-
berg, 1990). However, it also may be the case that high-prejudice
people are motivated to form behavior-based impressions that are
based on only a subset of stereotypical target behaviors. That is,
high-prejudice individuals may very carefully integrate a target’s
stereotype-confirming behaviors into a stereotypical impression
while ignoring the person’s counterstereotypic actions (e.g., Ditto
& Lopez, 1992; Kunda, 1990). These possibilities were investi-
gated in Experiments 1 and 2.

Experiment 1

Overview

Experiment 1 examined the influence of prejudice on the extent
to which stereotypical and counterstereotypical information are
attended to and encoded. It also assessed the influence of prejudice
on the extent to which impressions are based on behavioral inte-
gration. High- and low-prejudice participants read stereotype-
consistent and stereotype-inconsistent information about a gay
man. To assess encoding quality, recognition memory for this
material later was assessed. Recognition memory measures the
extent to which information has been attended to and encoded well
enough to discriminate it from information that has not been
encountered (Graesser, 1981; Grier, 1971; Sherman & Frost, 2000;
Srull, 1984). Participants also made trait judgments about the
target person. Correlations between these judgments and relative
recognition accuracy for consistent versus inconsistent information

were used to assess the extent to which judgments were based on
the behavioral information that was most thoroughly encoded.

Method

Participants. Fifty-nine undergraduates at Northwestern University
participated in the experiment in exchange for partial credit in an intro-
ductory psychology course. Participants were recruited on the basis of their
responses to the 20-item Heterosexual Attitudes Toward Homosexuals
(HATH) scale (Larsen, Reed, & Hoffman, 1980), which had been admin-
istered in a mass testing at the beginning of the term. We focused on
attitudes toward homosexuals because recent work suggests that holding
negative attitudes toward this group is still considered socially acceptable
by many (Herek, 1998), allowing a simpler and more explicit assessment
of individuals’ attitudes than would be the case for many other target
groups. We computed HATH scores for each participant by summing
responses across all items, reverse scoring where appropriate. HATH
scores can range from 20 to 100, with larger scores indicating higher levels
of antigay prejudice. Participants with the highest (M � 72.10, n � 21) and
lowest (M � 21.50, n � 22) HATH scores among all students completing
the scale were asked to participate in the study.1 An additional set of
participants was randomly selected from the remaining participants who
completed the HATH scale. These participants (M � 33.00, n � 16)
possessed, on average, a moderate level of prejudice. Participants were not
told of the true basis for their inclusion in the study and were led to believe
they had been randomly selected for participation.

Procedure. Participants were welcomed by an experimenter who was
blind to their level of prejudice and were told that the study assessed how
people form first impressions of others. They were informed that a number
of residents of the Chicago area had been paid to complete interviews
regarding details about their lives. Some information gathered during the
interviews had been entered into a computer, and the participants were
going to have the opportunity to read some of this information later in the
experiment. Participants were told that although many individuals had been
interviewed, they would have time to read about only one person. To
determine which person they would read about, participants selected a
piece of paper containing a person’s name from a bag containing many
small slips of paper. The participant then informed the experimenter that he
or she had selected a piece of paper with the name “Robert” written on it.
Actually, the name Robert appeared on all of the slips. The experimenter
then left the room for several moments, ostensibly to prepare the computer
to present information about Robert.

Participants then were seated before a computer monitor. They were
informed that Robert, the man they would read about, was a 35-year-old
gay man who lives on the north side of Chicago. They were to begin the
computer program by pressing a key on the keyboard, and the computer
would then present some details about Robert’s life. Participants were
asked to form an impression of Robert while they read the information.

Participants were then presented with 24 pieces of information about the
target, selected on the basis of pilot testing. Eight of the items were
consistent with the stereotype of gay men as effeminate (e.g., “studied
interpretive dance in college”), eight were inconsistent with the stereotype

1 Given that approximately 400 students participated in the group testing
session, the high- and low-prejudice participants in the experiment repre-
sented approximately the top and bottom 5% of respondents. The same is
true in Experiment 2. In both experiments, there were equal numbers of
male and female subjects selected at the different levels of prejudice. Thus,
in Experiment 2, the highest 14 men and 14 women were selected, as were
the lowest 14 men and 14 women. Unfortunately, participants’ gender was
not recorded with their responses. As such, gender could not be included as
a factor in the analyses. In Experiment 3, gender was not recorded at all.
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(e.g., “watched a football game on Sunday afternoon”), and eight were
filler items, irrelevant to the stereotype (e.g., “looked up the telephone
number”). In a pilot test, the consistent and inconsistent items were
evaluated to be equally positive. The items appeared in a different random
order for each participant, and each item appeared on the computer screen
for 6 s.

After reading the items on the computer, participants completed a filler
task for 5 min. The filler task, which required participants to solve a series
of mental puzzles that involved selecting the correct letter in a series of
letters (e.g., “What letter comes next in the sequence a, c, e, g?”), was used
to clear short-term memory. Prior to completing the recognition task,
participants were given the opportunity to familiarize themselves with
using the “yes” and “no” keys on their computer keyboards by answering
some simple questions (e.g., “Is Coke better than Pepsi?”). The key labeled
“yes” was always on the side of the keyboard that corresponded to the
participant’s dominant hand.

After completing the practice trials, participants were told that they
would be presented with some statements that referred to the target, Robert.
Whereas some items reflected information that described Robert in the
impression formation phase of the experiment, participants were told, other
items were not part of the original description. They were instructed to
press the “yes” key if they recognized the item from the original description
of Robert and to press the “no” key if they believed that the item had not
been part of the description. They were instructed to answer both as quickly
and accurately as possible, but they were told not to sacrifice accuracy for
speed.

Forty-eight items then appeared on the computer screen in random order.
Sixteen of the items were consistent with the stereotype of gay men. Of
those items, half had been part of the description of Robert (i.e., “old”
items), and half were foils that were not part of the description (i.e., “new”
items). Sixteen of the items were inconsistent with the stereotype of gay
men. Of those, half were old and half were new. The remaining 16 items,
half old and half new, were irrelevant to the stereotype.

Participants then completed a trait-rating task. They were asked to rate
the target on several attributes using a 6-point scale (1 � not at all
descriptive, 6 � very descriptive). Embedded among those attributes were
two stereotype-relevant traits (feminine and rugged).

After completing the procedure, participants were thanked for their
participation and were partially debriefed. Although participants were told
that the study pertained to memory for stereotypical information, they were
not informed that their inclusion in the study was based on their level of
prejudice toward homosexuals.

Results

Trait ratings. Participant’s ratings of the target on the traits
feminine and rugged (reverse scored) were submitted to a 3 (prej-
udice: low vs. medium vs. high) � 2 (trait) analysis of variance
(ANOVA), with repeated measures on the last factor. This analysis
yielded a marginal prejudice main effect, F(2, 56) � 3.00, p �
.058, unqualified by a Prejudice � Trait interaction, F(2, 56) �
0.11, indicating that the effect of prejudice was consistent across
traits. Post hoc tests comparing the average ratings showed that
participants high in prejudice (M � 3.74) rated the target signifi-
cantly higher on stereotypical traits than did participants low in
prejudice (M � 3.20), F(1, 41) � 4.99, p � .05. Participants with
moderate levels of prejudice (M � 3.56) rated the target margin-
ally higher on stereotypical traits than did participants low in
prejudice, F(1, 36) � 3.48, p � .08. Ratings of participants who
were moderate and high in prejudice did not differ significantly
( p � .50). Thus, as expected, participants who were high in
prejudice made more stereotypical ratings of the target than did

participants who were low in prejudice. Finally, whereas the
ratings of participants high, t(20) � 1.17, p � .25, and moderate,
t(15) � 1.17, p � .65, in prejudice did not differ from the midpoint
of the scale, low-prejudice participants rated the target below the
midpoint of stereotypicality, t(21) � �2.27, p � .05, perhaps
reflecting these participants’ responsiveness to the relatively large
number of counterstereotypic behaviors.

Recognition for stereotype-relevant information. The propor-
tions of hits (correct identification of old items) and false alarms
(failure to reject new items) were used to compute separate mea-
sures of recognition accuracy for stereotype-consistent and
stereotype-inconsistent items for each participant. A�, a nonpara-
metric measure of recognition sensitivity, was chosen because
some participants exhibited perfect memory discrimination. Like
other sensitivity measures, A� reflects the degree to which the
participant was able to correctly discriminate old items from new
items, while controlling for guessing strategies and response bi-
ases. The formula for A� is as follows: A� � .5 � {[hits � false
alarms][1 � hits � false alarms]/[4(hits)(1 � false alarms)]}.

Participants’ A� measures were submitted to a 3 (prejudice) � 2
(behavior stereotypicality: consistent vs. inconsistent) ANOVA,
with repeated measures on the second factor. Despite a very high
overall recognition rate, this analysis yielded a marginal Preju-
dice � Stereotypicality interaction, F(2, 56) � 2.36, p � .10 (see
Figure 1). To better understand the nature of the interaction, we
conducted simple effect analyses at each level of prejudice. For
those participants who were high in prejudice, discrimination for
stereotype-inconsistent information (M � .98) was significantly
better than for stereotype-consistent information (M � .96), F(1,
56) � 7.78, p � .01. In contrast, the same difference was neither
significant for participants who were low in prejudice (inconsistent
M � .99, consistent M � .99) nor significant for those who

Figure 1. Recognition sensitivity as a function of prejudice level and
behavior stereotypicality in Experiment 1.
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exhibited moderate levels of prejudice (inconsistent M � .99,
consistent M � .99), both Fs � 1.2,3

The relationship between recognition and judgment. To assess
the relationship between encoding and judgment, we derived an
index of differential recognition for stereotypical information by
subtracting each participant’s A� measure for inconsistent infor-
mation from each participant’s A� for consistent information.
Therefore, higher scores reflect better recognition of consistent
relative to inconsistent information. This index was then correlated
with participants’ average rating of the target on the stereotypic
traits. Despite the rather restricted range of recognition perfor-
mance, participants who were low in prejudice demonstrated a
strong positive correlation between recognition performance and
trait ratings, r(21) � .44, p � .05. Thus, the tendency to make
more stereotypical responses was associated with better recogni-
tion of stereotype-consistent information. For participants who
were moderate in prejudice, recognition was uncorrelated with
responses to the trait measure, r(16) � �.05. Finally, for partici-
pants who were high in prejudice, there was a nonreliable negative
correlation between recognition for consistent information and
judgment stereotypicality, r(20) � �.33, p � .16. The difference
between the low- and high-prejudice participants’ correlations was
reliable, ( p � .05).

Discussion

The data from Experiment 1 demonstrate that level of prejudice
influences the encoding and judgment of stereotype-prone targets.
As was expected, high-prejudice participants made more stereo-
typical judgments of a gay target than did low-prejudice partici-
pants. At the same time, the recognition data showed that high-
prejudice persons encoded stereotype-inconsistent information
more thoroughly than stereotype-consistent information. There are
two possible interpretations of the differences in encoding of
stereotype-relevant information. One possibility is that high-
prejudice participants focused on processing inconsistent informa-
tion, perhaps as they attempted to explain away the unexpected
behaviors. Second, the effect might indicate relatively minimal
processing of consistent information that confirms stereotypic ex-
pectancies and, as a result, may stimulate particularly little explan-
atory effort among these high-prejudice participants. Indeed, the
pattern of results suggests that diminished processing of consistent
items may have played a larger role in the effect than did enhanced
processing of inconsistent items. Of course, both enhanced pro-
cessing of inconsistent and diminished processing of consistent
items might have contributed to the recognition advantage for
inconsistent items, a possibility that is examined in Experiments 2
and 3. Nonetheless, it is very clear that high-prejudice participants’
attention was not biased toward stereotype-confirming informa-
tion, and low-prejudice participants’ attention was not biased in a
stereotype-disconfirming fashion. These findings are consistent
with the suggestion that people set a higher threshold for accepting
undesired than desired information (e.g., Ditto & Lopez, 1992;
Ditto et al., 2003; Kunda, 1990).

The correlational data assessing the relationship between recog-
nition and judgment demonstrate that prejudice also influences the
manner in which judgments are made. Participants who were low
in prejudice appear to have integrated the behavioral information

into individuated impressions of the target. To the degree they
exhibited a pattern of stereotype-confirming (disconfirming) en-
coding, judgment stereotypicality increased (decreased). In con-
trast, high-prejudice participants showed no relationship between
recognition and judgment. This suggests that high-prejudice par-
ticipants were not forming systematic, individuated impressions on
the basis of the behaviors they attended to and encoded. Rather, it
seems likely that they were basing their judgments on preexisting
stereotypes. Thus, whereas high-prejudice participants were more
carefully encoding inconsistent than consistent information but
were not using the behaviors as a basis for their impressions,
low-prejudice participants were encoding consistent and inconsis-
tent information with equal care and were using the implications of
whichever behaviors caught their attention to inform their
impressions.4

Experiment 2

Prejudice and Attribution

The results of Experiment 1 suggest that high-prejudice persons
more thoroughly encode stereotype-inconsistent than stereotype-

2 On the basis of the responses to the recognition test, nonparametric B�
indices of response bias toward consistent and inconsistent items also were
computed (Grier, 1971). These indices were analyzed in a 3 (prejudice) �
2 (behavior stereotypicality: consistent vs. inconsistent) ANOVA, with
repeated measures on the last factor. This analysis produced only a main
effect for behavior stereotypicality such that response bias was stronger for
consistent (M � .11) than inconsistent (M � .02) items, F(1, 56) � 7.50,
p � .01, replicating a common finding that perceivers set a lower criterion
for responding positively to expectancy-consistent than expectancy-
inconsistent information (Graesser, 1981; Sherman & Frost, 2000; Srull,
1984). This effect was not moderated by level of prejudice.

3 Because of the restricted range of the HATH scores within each
prejudice group, regression analyses are not appropriate for Experiments 1
or 2. This is particularly the case for low-prejudice participants, who had
a mean on HATH of 21.5, with 20 being the lowest score possible.

4 An alternate explanation of these results is that the high-prejudice
participants possessed stronger stereotypes than did the low-prejudice
participants. Such differences in stereotype strength might lead high-
prejudice participants to make stereotypic judgments and to notice and
attend to inconsistencies because those items are particularly surprising or
difficult to comprehend (Sherman et al., 1998; Srull, Lichtenstein, &
Rothbart, 1985). However, extensive pilot testing on the relationship be-
tween attitudes and expectancies about gay men suggests this is unlikely to
have been the case. A separate group of participants (n � 24) was asked to
complete the HATH scale, a feeling thermometer (an alternative attitude
measure; Haddock, Zanna, & Esses, 1993), and a trait rating scale. The
rating scale prompted participants to rate homosexual men and people in
general on stereotype-relevant traits (e.g., emotional, artistic, weak, femi-
nine) and to give their confidence in these ratings. These ratings were then
used to compute metacontrast ratios (the extent to which traits were rated
as more typical of homosexuals than people in general), reflecting the
strength of participants’ gay stereotype. Scores from the HATH scale were
highly correlated with ratings on the feeling thermometer (r � �.46, p �
.05) but uncorrelated with measures of stereotype strength (r � .03).
Moreover, participants’ confidence in their trait ascriptions was also un-
correlated with responses on the HATH scale (r � �.08). These data
reinforce the status of the HATH scale as an attitudinal measure, and
suggest that our results cannot simply be attributed to stereotype strength.
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consistent information. One possible factor in this result is the
kinds of explanations high- and low-prejudiced people generate for
consistent and inconsistent behaviors. As described above, high-
prejudiced people may set a high threshold for accepting
stereotype-disconfirming information and, thus, may be highly
motivated to explain away inconsistent behaviors. If a behavior
can be attributed to a situational factor, then the behavior is not
necessarily at odds with the group stereotype, and the validity of
that stereotype can be maintained. At the same time, high-
prejudice people may set a low threshold for accepting stereotype-
confirming information and, thus, may be willing to take consis-
tent behaviors at face value as reflections of the true disposition of
the actor that require no further explanation (e.g., Ditto & Lopez,
1992; Ditto et al., 2003). The greater effort expended on generating
situational explanations for inconsistent but not consistent behav-
iors may contribute to high-prejudice participants’ relatively thorough
encoding of and memory for inconsistent behaviors (Hastie, 1984).

In contrast, to the extent that low-prejudiced participants are
interested in disconfirming stereotypes, they may be more likely to
make internal attributions for inconsistent behaviors and external
attributions for consistent behaviors. Alternatively, if low-
prejudiced participants are interested primarily in forming unbi-
ased impressions, we would expect that internal and external
attributions would be equally common for consistent and incon-
sistent behaviors. Consistent with this possibility, Experiment 1
provided no indication that consistent and inconsistent items were
treated differently by low-prejudice persons.

Biases in attributional processes have been demonstrated in a
number of lines of research but have not been clearly delineated in
the literature on prejudice. Erber and Fiske (1984), for example,
demonstrated that participants who were unmotivated to form
accurate impressions made dispositional attributions for consistent
behaviors and situational attributions for inconsistent behaviors. In
contrast, those who were motivated via outcome dependency to
form accurate impressions made more situational attributions for
consistent behaviors than for inconsistent behaviors and an equal
number of dispositional attributions for consistent and inconsistent
behaviors. In other research, von Hippel, Sekaquaptewa, and Var-
gas (1997) showed that higher levels of prejudice were associated
with an increased likelihood of generating causal explanations for
inconsistent but not consistent behaviors. However, von Hippel et
al. did not distinguish between internal and external attributions in
their analyses. In Experiment 2, we directly examine the extent to
which high- and low-prejudice participants generate internal and
external attributions for consistent and inconsistent behaviors.

Behavioral Integration

The second purpose of Experiment 2 was to examine in more
detail the issue of prejudice and behavioral integration processes.
Experiment 1 showed that for low-prejudice participants, recogni-
tion performance was strongly correlated with judgment stereo-
typicality, indicating that these participants were basing their judg-
ments on the information to which they attended (i.e., they were
individuating). In contrast, high-prejudice participants showed no
correlation between recognition and judgment stereotypicality,
indicating that these participants were not basing their judgments
on the information they encoded but on other information (pre-

sumably, stereotypes). However, these data are far from conclu-
sive. First, because the data are correlational, the direction of
causality is unclear. Among the low-prejudice participants, it could
be that the online formation of relatively stereotypical or nonste-
reotypical judgments (through whatever means) caused attention
to shift toward consistent or inconsistent behaviors, respectively.
In this case, the correlation would not necessarily reflect behav-
ioral integration processes.

Second, the correlations between recognition and judgment are
a rather crude means of assessing the extent of behavior integra-
tion. For example, if the high-prejudice participants in Experiment
1 were engaging in the sorts of attributional biases described
above, then we would not expect to see a correlation between
recognition and judgment, even if behavioral integration was oc-
curring. Working hard to generate external attributions for incon-
sistent behaviors would increase subsequent recognition of those
items. At the same time, generating external attributions would
diminish the extent to which those items disconfirm the stereotype,
thereby enhancing judgment stereotypicality. This would mitigate
the likelihood of observing a correlation between recognition and
judgment and raise doubts about the meaning of any correlation, or
lack thereof. In Experiment 2, we more directly assess the extent
to which participants’ judgments reflect the behavioral evidence.

Overview

As in Experiment 1, high- and low-prejudice participants read
stereotype-consistent and stereotype-inconsistent information
about a gay man. However, in this experiment, the proportion of
consistent and inconsistent behavior was manipulated between
participants. Whereas some participants read about a target that
performed twice as many consistent as inconsistent behaviors,
others read about a target that performed twice as many inconsis-
tent as consistent behaviors. If, on the one hand, participants are
forming impressions on the basis of the behavioral evidence, then
the generally stereotypical target should be judged to be more
stereotypical than the generally counterstereotypical target. If, on
the other hand, the two targets are judged to be highly similar, then
participants clearly are not relying on the behavioral evidence. The
logic of this experiment is analogous to studies of persuasion that
measure responses to strong and weak persuasive messages. In that
research, participants are presumed to be processing systematically
to the extent that they are more persuaded by strong than weak
arguments (for reviews, see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty &
Wegener, 1998).

To examine differences in the types of attributions high- and
low-prejudice participants make for consistent and inconsistent
behaviors, we used a sentence-completion paradigm developed by
Hastie (1984). After reading about the target and judging his traits,
participants were again presented with the descriptions of his
behavior and were asked to extend or embellish them in some
meaningful way. These sentence continuations were then coded to
identify the proportion of internal or external attributions that were
made to account for the behaviors.

Method

Participants. Participants were the 56 Northwestern University under-
graduates with the highest (n � 28) and lowest (n � 28) scores on the
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HATH scale collected in an initial screening of introductory psychology
students at the beginning of the academic term. These students were
solicited to participate in the experiment without being made aware of the
basis for their inclusion in the study. All participants received partial course
credit for completing the experiment.

Procedure. The procedures for Experiment 2 were similar to those
used in Experiment 1. Although students were told that they would be
asked to form an impression of a person randomly selected from a pool of
individuals, all participants read 24 descriptions of behaviors purportedly
performed by Robert, a gay man from Chicago. The array of behavioral
descriptions presented, however, differed from Experiment 1. In Experi-
ment 2, all participants received 12 descriptions of behaviors that were
irrelevant to the stereotype of gay men. Whether the remaining items were
predominantly consistent or inconsistent with the stereotype was manipu-
lated between conditions. In the stereotypical target condition, Robert
performed eight stereotype-consistent and four stereotype-inconsistent be-
haviors. By contrast, in the counterstereotypical target condition, Robert
performed four consistent and eight inconsistent behaviors. As in Experi-
ment 1, these behaviors appeared on a computer screen in random order for
6 s each.

After reading the behavioral descriptions, participants completed the
same trait-rating task (i.e., feminine and rugged) as in Experiment 1. They
were then provided with the behavioral descriptions they had read in the
impression formation task in one of two random orders. As in Hastie’s
(1984) study, participants were asked to reread each behavioral description
and write a completion for that sentence. A completion was defined for
participants as an addition to the original item that provides a plausible and
meaningful extension to the original description. It was suggested that
multiple completions were possible for each item and that there was no one
correct way to do the task. They were given 30 s to generate and write a
completion for each behavioral description. Finally, participants were
thanked and debriefed.

Results

Trait ratings. Trait ratings were analyzed by use of a 2 (prej-
udice) � 2 (target stereotypicality) � 2 (order) � 2 (trait)
ANOVA, with repeated measures on the last factor. This analysis
produced a significant main effect of prejudice, F(1, 48) � 10.30,
p � .05, showing that, overall, high-prejudice participants made
more stereotypic judgments than did low-prejudice participants.
However, this effect was moderated by target stereotypicality,
producing a significant interaction (see Figure 2), F(1, 48) � 4.02,

p � .05. Separate one-way ANOVAs revealed that low-prejudice
participants made more stereotypical trait ratings of targets who
were stereotypical (M � 3.39) than targets who were counterste-
reotypical (M � 2.68), F(1, 24) � 6.26, p � .05. In contrast,
high-prejudice participants’ ratings of the two targets did not differ
(Ms � 3.64 and 3.74). Low and high prejudice participants’ ratings
of the counterstereotypic target were significantly different from
one another, F(1, 28) � 14.29, p � .05. However, the two groups’
ratings of the stereotypic target did not differ, F(1, 24) � 1.21, p �
.28. For neither target did high-prejudice participants’ ratings
differ from the midpoint of the scale: stereotypic target, t(12) �
0.84, p � .42; counterstereotypic target, t(14) � 0.89, p � .39. In
contrast, though low-prejudice participants’ ratings of the stereo-
typic target did not differ from the midpoint, t(12) � �0.72, p �
.49, their ratings of the counterstereotypic target were significantly
lower than the midpoint, t(14) � �4.58, p � .01. These data
demonstrate that participants who were low, but not those who
were high, in prejudice were sensitive to the nature of the target’s
behavior, and the data also support the contention that only low-
prejudice participants were engaged in behavioral integration.

Sentence completions. Two raters who were blind to the par-
ticipants’ prejudice level coded completions. Each completion to a
behavioral sentence (e.g., “put in an Ozzy Osborne compact disc”)
was coded as reflecting either an internal attribution (e.g., “because
the music moved him emotionally”), an external attribution (e.g.,
“to make his younger brother happy”), a noncausal continuation
(e.g., “and read a magazine article he was interested in”), or a
meaning reversal (e.g., “to spoof Ozzy’s macho male posturing”).
Agreement between the two coders was high (72% across all
categories and 71% for attributions), and disagreements were
resolved through discussion with Jeffrey W. Sherman. Overall,
27% of the completions constituted internal attributions, 33% were
external attributions, 39% were continuations, and less than 1% of
completions constituted reversals.

Because predictions focused on the conditions under which
participants would make internal versus external attributions for
behavior, only the attributional responses were entered into a 2
(prejudice) � 2 (target stereotypicality) � 2 (order) � 2 (behavior
stereotypicality) � 2 (attribution type: internal vs. external)
ANOVA, with repeated measures on the last two factors. This
analysis yielded main effects for prejudice, F(1, 48) � 4.90, p �
.05, indicating that participants high in prejudice made a higher
proportion of attributions (M � 0.34, collapsed across both types
of attributions) than did participants low in prejudice (M � 0.26),
and for behavior stereotypicality, F(1, 48) � 5.06, p � .05,
replicating the common finding that unexpected behaviors (M �
0.32, collapsed across both types of attributions) prompt more
attributional processing than do expected behaviors (M � 0.28)
(Hastie, 1984). A Behavior Stereotypicality � Attribution Type
interaction also emerged, F(1, 48) � 12.13, p � .001, reflecting
the fact that there were more external (M � 0.40) than internal
(M � 0.23) attributions for stereotype-inconsistent behaviors, F(1,
55) � 10.41, p � .01, but no difference in the types of attributions
made for stereotype-consistent behaviors (Ms � 0.26 and 0.30,
respectively).

These effects were qualified by a significant three-way interac-
tion involving prejudice, behavior stereotypicality, and attribution
type, F(1, 48) � 4.04, p � .05. To better understand this interac-

Figure 2. Mean judgments on stereotypical traits as a function of preju-
dice level and target stereotypicality in Experiment 2. Higher trait ratings
reflect more stereotypical judgments.

613PREJUDICE AND STEREOTYPE MAINTENANCE PROCESSES



tion, we conducted separate 2 (behavioral stereotypicality) � 2
(attribution type) analyses for participants who were low (see
Figure 3, left panel) and high (see Figure 3, right panel) in
prejudice. For the low-prejudice participants, no effects were sig-
nificant, ps � .29, indicating that the numbers of internal and
external attributions for consistent and inconsistent behaviors did
not differ. In contrast, the analysis for participants high in preju-
dice yielded a significant interaction, F(1, 27) � 22.94, p � .001.
Whereas more internal attributions were made for consistent (M �
.36) than inconsistent (M � .22) behaviors, F(1, 27) � 8.20, p �
.01, more external attributions were made for inconsistent (M �
.49) than consistent (M � .28) behaviors, F(1, 27) � 37.96, p �
.001. This demonstrates that high-prejudice participants indeed
were engaged in biased attributional processing, seeking to explain
away the inconsistent behaviors but accepting the consistent be-
haviors as reflections of the target’s attributes.

Discussion

Experiment 2 extends the results from Experiment 1 in a number
of important ways. First, the relationship between prejudice and
encoding processes is clarified. As expected, high- but not low-
prejudice participants were more likely to seek external attribu-
tions for inconsistent than consistent behaviors. It appears that one
reason that inconsistent behaviors attract attention from high-
prejudice people is that they are motivated to explain them away.
At the same time, high- but not low-prejudice participants were
more likely to make internal attributions for consistent than incon-
sistent behaviors. This may explain why consistent behaviors
receive relatively little attention from high-prejudice people—
these behaviors are simply accepted at face value (e.g., Ditto &
Lopez, 1992; Ditto et al., 2003). Thus, whereas the results of
Experiment 1 suggested that high prejudice participants’ bias was
due largely to a decrease in the extent to which they encoded
consistent information, the results of Experiment 2 demonstrated
that high-prejudiced people process both consistent and inconsis-
tent information in a biased fashion.

Regarding low-prejudice participants, these data support the
notion that they are largely motivated to seek accurate impressions
of members of stereotyped groups. Just as they encoded consistent
and inconsistent behaviors equally thoroughly in Experiment 1, so
too did they make an equal proportion of internal and external
attributions for consistent and inconsistent behaviors in Experi-
ment 2.

Second, Experiment 2 provided more direct evidence regarding
behavioral integration processes. Echoing the results from Exper-
iment 1, Experiment 2 showed that low- but not high-prejudice
participants engaged in systematic, behavioral integration pro-
cesses. In particular, the data showed that low- but not high-
prejudice participants distinguished between the stereotypical and
the counterstereotypical target. Among the low-prejudice partici-
pants, when the target was counterstereotypical, he was rated
accordingly. Similarly, if the target behaved in a stereotypical
manner, he was judged to be relatively stereotypical. Indeed,
low-prejudice participants rated the stereotypical target to be as
stereotypical as did the high-prejudice participants. This shows
that the low-prejudice participants were not simply inhibiting their
stereotypes. Rather, they were integrating the actor’s behaviors
into a truly individuated impression, even if those integration
processes resulted in an impression that resembled the stereotype.
In contrast, the fact that high-prejudice participants saw the two
targets as more or less identical indicates that they were not basing
their impressions on the targets’ behaviors.

Of course, high-prejudice participants may not have judged the
two targets to differ from one another because they had explained
away the stereotype-inconsistent behaviors so successfully. In this
case, it is possible that these participants’ judgments reflected
biased integration processes, in which the products of the biased
attributions were integrated into a target impression. However,
subsequent analyses of the correlations between participants’ at-
tributions and their trait judgments demonstrated no relationship
between the two. It seems that high-prejudice participants simply
did not take the target’s behaviors into account in forming their
impressions, regardless of how those behaviors were interpreted.

Figure 3. Mean proportion of internal and external attributions for stereotype-consistent and stereotype-
inconsistent behaviors for participants low (left panel) and high (right panel) in prejudice in Experiment 2.
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Instead, these participants appear to have relied heavily on their
stereotypes of gay men in forming their impressions.

Experiment 3

There were three goals in Experiment 3. First, we wanted to
replicate the findings of Experiment 1 regarding prejudice and
attention/encoding effort using a different group stereotype. Sec-
ond, we wanted to examine attention with a more fine-grained and
direct measure. Finally, we wanted to examine the role of cogni-
tive resources in directing perceivers’ attention toward consistent
and inconsistent information.

Whereas in Experiment 1 we focused on stereotypes of gay men,
in Experiment 3 we focused on stereotypes of African Americans
to assess the generality of our findings. However, because preju-
dice based on race is more sensitive to self-presentational concerns
than is prejudice based on sexual orientation, explicit measures
(i.e., racism scales) may be less valid measures of attitudes about
race than sexual orientation (e.g., Fazio, Jackson, Dunton, &
Williams, 1995). Indeed, correlations between explicit and implicit
measures of heterosexism are stronger than correlations between
explicit and implicit measures of racism (Nosek, 2004). Moreover,
whereas explicit antigay prejudice (i.e., on the HATH) is readily
observed among Northwestern University students, anti-Black
prejudice is rarely evident among these students on explicit mea-
sures of racism. As such, in Experiment 3, prejudice against
African Americans was assessed with an implicit measure. Spe-
cifically, the Go–No Go Association Task (GNAT; Nosek &
Banaji, 2001) was used to assess prejudice.

A different measure of attention was used because recognition
memory performance in Experiment 1 approached ceiling. Though
this ceiling effect may have undermined identification of differ-
ences in encoding (which, nevertheless, were clearly evident for
high-prejudice participants), such high performance might have
completely concealed other important effects both within and
between item types and levels of prejudice. Moreover, though
recognition memory reflects the extent to which information has
been thoroughly encoded and represented in memory, it can reflect
other components of encoding and retrieval as well. Beyond at-
tention or effort, other possible contributors to recognition perfor-
mance are differences in perceptual or conceptual encoding (e.g.,
Richardson-Klavehn & Bjork, 1988; Sherman, Lee, Bessenoff, &
Frost, 1998) and differences in item familiarity or recollection
(e.g., Jacoby, Toth, & Yonelinas, 1993). Thus, the recognition data
from Experiment 1 are suggestive but not definitive regarding the
relationship between prejudice and encoding effort.

Finally, some participants were placed under a cognitive load as
they performed the task. Previous research suggests that attention
is more likely to be directed toward motivation-congruent infor-
mation when processing resources are low (Plaks, Stroessner,
Dweck, & Sherman, 2001; Sherman et al., 1998). For example,
Plaks et al. (2001) showed that people who are motivated to see
group stereotypes as malleable (i.e., “incremental theorists”) were
especially likely to shift attention away from stereotype-consistent
and toward stereotype-inconsistent information when they were
under cognitive load. In contrast, people who are motivated to see
group stereotypes as stable (i.e., “entity theorists”) were especially
likely to shift attention away from stereotype-inconsistent and

toward stereotype-consistent information when they were under
cognitive load. These researchers argued that because resources
must be distributed more strategically when capacity is depleted, it
is in these conditions that attitude-congruent selective attention
effects are most likely to be obtained. Thus, although accuracy-
motivated perceivers may generally shift attention away from
stereotypic and toward counterstereotypic information when re-
sources are depleted (e.g., Sherman et al., 1998), other processing
motives may moderate (and even reverse) this effect.

In terms of the present research, this suggests that the encoding
advantage for stereotype-inconsistent information exhibited by
high-prejudice individuals may be restricted to conditions in which
processing capacity is plentiful. When placed under a cognitive
load, this tendency may be eliminated or even reversed, with
higher levels of prejudice corresponding to attending more care-
fully to consistent information, which is presumably more conge-
nial to highly prejudiced attitudes. This may be particularly likely
if, as Experiment 2 suggests, high-prejudiced participants’ atten-
tion is directed at inconsistent information only so that it may be
explained away (e.g., Ditto & Lopez, 1992). Such explanatory
processes require abundant attention and are significantly curtailed
when capacity is diminished (e.g., Gilbert, Pelham, & Krull, 1988;
Srull, 1981). If unable to explain away the inconsistent informa-
tion, high-prejudice participants may find the information threat-
ening and withdraw their attention (Frey, 1986).

Overview

Participants varying in prejudice toward African Americans
were asked to form an impression of a Black man under a cogni-
tive load or no load on the basis of descriptions of his behavior.
The behavioral descriptions were presented in pairs, with one item
on the left side of a computer screen and one item on the right side.
At some point in the presentation of each pair, an X appeared on
either the left or right side of the screen. Participants’ task was to
press a key indicating the location of the X as quickly as possible.
Among the pairs of behaviors were 10 that included one
stereotype-consistent and one stereotype-inconsistent behavior.
For these pairs, the X appeared on the side of the screen corre-
sponding to the side on which either the consistent or inconsistent
item had appeared. Interest centered on participants’ latencies to
respond to the X as a function of processing capacity and whether
the X appeared in the same position as the consistent or inconsis-
tent behavior. These latencies measure the extent to which partic-
ipants were attending to the consistent and inconsistent items of a
pair when the X appeared. The more attention being paid to a
particular item, the less time it should take to respond to an X
probe that appears in the same position as that item (e.g., Bradley,
Mogg, White, Groom, & de Bono, 1999; Sherman, Conrey, &
Groom, 2004).

Method

Participants. Participants were 68 Northwestern University under-
graduates who received partial course credit for completing the experiment.

X-probe procedure. Participants were asked to form an impression of
a person randomly selected from a pool of individuals from the Chicago
area. Ostensibly, participants’ computers randomly selected a person, when
in fact, all participants read about the same individual. The computer
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displayed a picture of the impression target, a young adult Black man
wearing a black headband and dark sunglasses. After viewing the photo-
graph for five seconds, participants were introduced to the X-probe task
described above. They were given some practice performing the task with
pairs of statements unrelated to personality characteristics or stereotypes.
After this practice set, participants performed the same task while reading
about the behaviors of the target.

The target’s behavior was described with 60 sentence fragments that had
been pretested for their level of kindness/hostility. Twenty each of the
behaviors reflected kindness (e.g., “visited a friend who was sick in the
hospital”) and hostility (e.g., “insulted the old woman”), and 20 were
irrelevant to kindness/hostility (e.g., “bought a new shirt”). Because hos-
tility is a central component of the Black stereotype (e.g., Devine & Baker,
1991), the hostile behaviors were stereotype consistent, and the kind
behaviors were stereotype inconsistent. The items were presented on par-
ticipants’ computer screens in pairs, with one on the left and one on the
right side. The particular items selected for each pair were generated
randomly by the computer without replacement, with the constraint that of
the 30 pairs of behaviors, 10 contained consistent and inconsistent items,
10 contained consistent and irrelevant items, and 10 contained inconsistent
and irrelevant items. Each pair was presented for 3 s.

At one of four randomly generated times during the presentation of each
pair of behaviors, an X appeared on either the left or right side of the
computer screens. The X appeared either after 1,500 ms; 1,750 ms; 2,000
ms; or 2,250 ms. Participants were instructed to press keys marked “left”
or “right” as quickly as possible to indicate on which side of the screen the
X had appeared. The computer recorded the response times.

During the impression formation task, half of the participants were
placed under a cognitive load. These participants were informed that the
experiment was concerned with people’s ability to perform multiple tasks
at the same time. Cognitive load was manipulated by asking these partic-
ipants to hold an eight-digit number in memory as they performed the
X-probe task. This manipulation has been used successfully in past re-
search to deprive participants of processing resources (e.g., Sherman &
Frost, 2000; Sherman et al., 1998). As a means of assessing compliance,
these participants were asked to write down the eight-digit number on a slip
of paper at the end of the X-probe task.5

Implicit prejudice toward Black men. Upon completion of the X-probe
task, participants completed a GNAT to measure their implicit level of
prejudice toward Black men. The GNAT measures the strength of associ-
ation between a target category and two poles of an attribute dimension. In
the present experiment, the GNAT measured the strength of association
between Black men and positive/negative valence. In one key block of
trials, participants were asked to categorize together and respond identi-
cally to pictures of Black men and words representing positive concepts
(i.e., rainbow, love, peace). In another key block of trials, participants were
asked to categorize together and respond identically to pictures of Black
men and words representing negative concepts (i.e., murder, hate, death).
The extent to which it is easier to categorize together pictures of Black men
and negative concepts than it is to categorize together pictures of Black
men and positive concepts reflects an implicit negative evaluation of Black
men, that is, implicit prejudice.

The GNAT was introduced to participants as a word-search task aimed
at studying the cognitive processes involved in distinguishing categorical
stimuli from one another. There was a series of eight practice blocks before
the final two blocks of interest. Each practice block consisted of 20 trials.
On each trial, a single stimulus item was presented, and participants were
told to press the space bar on their computers if the item belonged to a
target category of interest and to do nothing if the item did not belong to
that category. For all of the practice blocks, participants were given a
response deadline of 850 ms, by which time a response (if the item required
one) needed to be given. A 300-ms interstimulus interval separated the end
of a trial and the beginning of the next trial. A trial ended when the

participant pressed the space bar or when the response deadline was
reached, whichever came first. During each block, the target category label
remained in the upper part of the computer screens as a reminder.

For the first two practice blocks, the stimuli consisted of 10 positive and
10 negative words, selected randomly and without replacement from pools
of 24 positive and 24 negative words. In the first practice block, partici-
pants were to press their space bars if a negative word appeared, and
positive words were to be treated as distractors, requiring no response. In
the second block, participants were to press their space bars if a positive
word appeared, and negative words were distractors.

After these two blocks, six other practice blocks were presented in
random order. For these blocks, the stimuli were 4 pictures of Black men,
Black women, White men, and White women, and 2 pictures each of Asian
men and Asian women that were selected randomly and without replace-
ment from a pool of 21 pictures of Black men, Black women, White men,
and White women, and 5 pictures each of Asian men and Asian women.
Each of the six Race � Sex categories served as the target category in one
of the six practice blocks, with the other five categories serving as distrac-
tors. For example, in one case, participants were told to press their space
bars if a picture of a White woman appeared and to do nothing if any other
kind of picture appeared.

Throughout the GNAT, trials on which the space bar was pressed
incorrectly in response to a distractor item (i.e., false alarms) and trials on
which a response was withheld incorrectly in response to a target item (i.e.,
misses) were scored as errors. On these trials, the word Error appeared in
red below the stimulus item for 100 ms during the interstimulus interval to
provide performance feedback. Trials on which the space bar was pressed
in response to a target item and trials on which no response was offered to
distractor items were noted as correct responses with a green Correct.

After completion of the eight practice blocks, the two key blocks were
given in random order. The stimuli for these blocks included 12 positive
and 12 negative words, eight pictures of Black men, Black women, White
men, and White women, and four pictures of Asian men and Asian women,
for a total of 64 trials. The stimuli were randomly selected from the pools
used for the practice trials, described above. In one of the blocks, partic-
ipants were instructed to press their space bars only if either a picture of a
Black man or a positive word appeared. If any other type of stimulus
appeared, they were to do nothing. In the other block, they were instructed
to press their space bars only if either a picture of a Black man or a negative
word appeared and to do nothing if any other type of stimulus appeared. A
response deadline of 500 ms was given for each block. Together these two
blocks assess the strength of association between Black men and negativ-
ity/positivity compared with the strength of association between the other
five Race � Sex categories and negativity/positivity.

Results

Calculation of implicit prejudice. With the GNAT, implicit
prejudice is calculated via response sensitivity (Nosek & Banaji,
2001). Sensitivity indicates the ability to discriminate target items
(signal) from distractors (noise), while response bias is controlled
for. The assumption is that sensitivity (separating signal from
noise) ought to be easier when the two targets are positively
associated than when they are not related or are negatively asso-
ciated. Thus, to the extent that Black men are implicitly associated
with negativity and not with positivity, sensitivity will be higher
when Black men and negative words are jointly discriminated
from distractors than when Black men and positive words are

5 Three participants misreported more than four of the numbers. Results
that included and excluded these participants were identical. The data
reported include those participants.
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jointly discriminated from distractors. Greater sensitivity indicates
a stronger association between the target category (Black men) and
the attribute (negative words vs. positive words).

The proportion of hits (correct responses to target items) and
false alarms (incorrect responses to distractors) were used to
compute separate A� measures of sensitivity for the pairing of
Black men with negative words and for the pairing of Black men
with positive words. For example, with the pairing of Black faces
and negative words, space bar responses to Black faces and neg-
ative items are hits, and responses to any other type of face or
positive items are false alarms. These measures of sensitivity were
submitted to a 2 (load: low vs. high) � 2 (association type:
Black–bad vs. Black–good) ANOVA, with repeated measures on
the second variable. This analysis produced a main effect of
association type, F(1, 66) � 14.90, p � .001, indicating greater
sensitivity for the pairing of Black with bad (M � .85) than for the
pairing of Black with good (M � .80). Thus, overall, participants
associated Black men more with negativity than with positivity.

Individual variation in implicit prejudice and attention. We
calculated individual estimates of implicit prejudice for each par-
ticipant by subtracting response sensitivity for pairing Black men
with positive words from response sensitivity for pairing Black
men with negative words. Thus, higher scores equal greater rela-
tive ease of pairing Blacks with negativity than with positivity (i.e.,
implicit prejudice).

We calculated individual estimates of attention for each partic-
ipant by first eliminating incorrect responses (5%) and responses
2.5 standard deviations slower than a given participant’s mean
(M � 1.39% per participant). We then inversely transformed (1/x)
the remaining response times to normalize the data and computed
an attentional bias index by subtracting the mean inverse latency to
respond to probes appearing at the same location as stereotype-
inconsistent items from the mean inverse latency to respond to
probes appearing with stereotype-consistent items. Thus, higher
scores reflect relatively faster responses to Xs appearing with
consistent versus inconsistent items (i.e., a bias favoring consistent
over inconsistent items).6,7

We conducted a simultaneous regression analysis to examine
the influence of implicit prejudice, cognitive load, and their inter-
action on the relative amount of attention paid to consistent and
inconsistent items. The omnibus model was significant, F(3, 64) �
4.88, p � .01, R2 � .19. The main effect for cognitive load was not
reliable ( p � .22). There was a significant main effect for level of
prejudice, � � �.25, t(64) � �2.15, p � .05, indicating that
higher levels of prejudice were associated with paying greater
attention to inconsistent information. However, this effect was
moderated by cognitive load, F(1, 64) � 5.91, p � .05 (see Figure
4). Analyses of the interaction demonstrated that the relationship
between prejudice and attention to inconsistent information was
strong and significant in the low-load condition, � � �.62,
t(32) � �4.48, p � .0001, providing a conceptual replication of
the results from Experiment 1, but nonexistent in the high-load
condition, � � .03, t(32) � .16, p � .88.

To analyze these results in greater detail, we examined the
attention paid to consistent and inconsistent items separately
within each load condition rather than as a difference score.
Analyses of responses in the low-cognitive load condition revealed
a significant interaction between level of prejudice and item con-

sistency, F(1, 32) � 20.10, p � .0001 (see Figure 5, left panel).
Closer examination showed a marginal positive correlation be-
tween prejudice and attention to inconsistent information, � � .28,
t(32) � 1.67, p � .10, and a nonsignificant negative correlation
between prejudice and attention to consistent information, � �
�.06, t(32) � �0.34, p � .73. A separate analysis of the high-
cognitive load condition produced no significant effects (see Fig-
ure 5, right panel).

Discussion

The results of Experiment 3 replicate and extend the findings of
Experiment 1. Using a different stereotype and a more direct
measure of attention, Experiment 3 again showed that higher
prejudice was associated with paying greater attention to
stereotype-inconsistent than stereotype-consistent information.
However, this relationship held only when participants had full
processing capacity. When placed under a cognitive load, individ-
uals showed no bias in attention as a function of prejudice. The
attenuation of this effect in the high load condition is consistent
with the idea that high-prejudice persons were attending to incon-
sistent information primarily to discount it or to explain it away.
When deprived of the resources to engage in such attributional
efforts, the impetus to attend carefully to inconsistent items was
removed.

In Experiment 1, the results suggested that the relationship
between prejudice and encoding might have been largely due to a
diminishment in the extent to which high-prejudice participants
encoded consistent information. In Experiment 2, the results sug-
gested that high-prejudiced people process both consistent and
inconsistent information in a biased fashion. In Experiment 3,
higher prejudice was associated only with increasing attention to
inconsistent items in the low load condition (see Figure 5, left
panel). Together, the results of all three experiments suggest that
prejudice may be related to biased processing of either consistent
or inconsistent information or to both.

General Discussion

This research aimed to specify the influence of prejudice on the
encoding and integration of behavioral information. The results
showed that those with high levels of prejudice readily engage in
processing stereotype-inconsistent information, particularly if they
have full processing capacity. In Experiments 1 and 3, higher
levels of prejudice were associated with attending to and encoding
inconsistent information more thoroughly than consistent informa-
tion. This finding was obtained with two different social groups
and with both an explicit (Experiment 1) and an implicit (Exper-

6 Because analyses are based on inverse scores, higher scores equal
faster times.

7 Whether the X probe appeared on the left or right side of the screen
was included as a factor in an initial analysis. This analysis showed that
side of the screen did not interact with stereotype consistency or level of
prejudice and did not moderate any of the reliable effects. Including this
factor in the analysis produces a greater number of empty cells that are due
to errors and outliers (because there are fewer total responses within each
cell) and, as such, reduces the number of participants available for analysis.
Consequently, this factor was dropped from subsequent analyses.
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iment 3) measure of prejudice. Results from Experiment 2 suggest
that these effects may be related to the types of attributions
high-prejudice persons make for consistent and inconsistent be-
haviors. In particular, more external attributions were made for
inconsistent than consistent behaviors, and more internal attribu-
tions were made for consistent than inconsistent behaviors. These
data indicate that high-prejudice people set a higher threshold for
accepting counterstereotypic than stereotypic behavior and scruti-
nize the former much more carefully than the latter (Ditto et al.,
2003; Ditto & Lopez, 1992) when they possess the resources to do
so. Finally, the correlational data from Experiment 1 and the trait
ratings from Experiment 2 indicate that high-prejudice participants
were not basing their judgments on the targets’ behaviors. Rather,
their judgments appear to be driven largely by their preexisting
stereotypes. Thus, higher prejudice was associated with both bi-
ased encoding and judgment processes, though the latter did not
depend on the former.

As for those with low levels of prejudice, there was little
evidence that they encoded information in a stereotype-
disconfirming fashion. In both Experiments 1 and 2, low-prejudice
participants demonstrated no differential processing of consistent
and inconsistent information. Only in Experiment 3 was there any
evidence that lower levels of prejudice were associated with en-
coding consistent information more thoroughly than inconsistent
information. However, this effect held only in the low-load con-

dition. Despite the implication that low prejudice is associated with
attending carefully to consistent information to explain it away (at
least, when resources are available), the results of Experiment 2
showed that low-prejudice persons did not differentially explain
stereotypic and counterstereotypic behavior. The possibility re-
mains that the low-prejudice participants in Experiment 3 simply
were more concerned with disconfirming the stereotype of Black
men than the low-prejudice participants in Experiments 1 and 2
were with disconfirming the stereotype of gay men. Further re-
search is needed to delineate the conditions under which low-
prejudice people do and do not engage in motivated processing of
stereotype-relevant information.

The results from Experiments 1 and 2 also demonstrate that
low-prejudice participants based their judgments on the target’s
specific behaviors. In Experiment 1, low-prejudice participants’
target judgments were correlated with the information that was
encoded most thoroughly. In Experiment 2, low-prejudice partic-
ipants readily distinguished between targets demonstrating largely
stereotypic and largely counterstereotypic behavior. Thus, low-
prejudice participants demonstrated neither biased encoding nor
judgment processes, and the two processes were related.

Inhibition, Encoding, and Integration Processes

One important conclusion from these findings is that consider-
ation of the influence of prejudice on the cognitive mechanisms of

Figure 4. Regression lines predicting attention to stereotype-consistent versus stereotype-inconsistent infor-
mation as a function of implicit prejudice and cognitive load in Experiment 3. Higher scores on the y-axis
indicate greater attention to consistent information. Higher scores on the x-axis indicate a relatively stronger
association between Black men and negativity.
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stereotype maintenance can extend beyond stereotype-inhibition
processes. Prior research has well documented that low-prejudice
people are more willing and/or able to inhibit their stereotypes than
are high-prejudice people (e.g., Devine, 1989; Monteith, 1993;
Monteith et al., 1998). In the present studies, prejudice also has
been shown to influence processes as diverse as attention, inter-
pretation, and integration of behavioral information. These results
suggest that low-prejudice people also are more willing and/or able
to process information about members of the target group in a less
biased and more systematic fashion. It does not appear to be the
case, however, that low-prejudice people consistently engage in
counterstereotypical processing biases. Low-prejudice participants
in our studies largely encoded consistent and inconsistent infor-
mation in the same fashion. What low-prejudice participants did
was process the behaviors in an evenhanded, unbiased way. More-
over, the results from Experiments 1 and 2 show that low-prejudice
but not high-prejudice people form behavior-based judgments.
Thus, they process the behaviors in an unbiased fashion and then
use those behaviors to inform their impressions. As such, even in
the absence of stereotype inhibition, by processing and integrating
a target’s behaviors in a nonbiased fashion, low-prejudice people
may avoid forming stereotyped impressions.

This analysis also raises a possibility not addressed by inhibition
research. Specifically, if a target reliably performs stereotype-
consistent behaviors, low-prejudice people may well form stereo-

typical impressions. We would argue, however, that such impres-
sions, while being consistent with the stereotype, do not reflect
stereotyping, per se, because they are based on the target’s behav-
iors and not on some prior expectancy. In contrast, impressions of
high-prejudice people are likely to be stereotypical regardless of a
target’s behavior. By failing to consider the implications of a
target’s behaviors, high-prejudice persons all but cede their im-
pressions to prior expectancies.

We do not wish to suggest that inhibition processes are mutually
exclusive with encoding and integration processes. To the con-
trary, an ability to successfully inhibit a stereotype will likely
facilitate efforts at nonbiased and systematic encoding and inte-
gration. At the same time, nonbiased and systematic encoding and
integration is likely to facilitate inhibition. Consequently, it is
difficult to tell how large a role inhibition processes played in
producing the present results. Certainly, the data from Experiment
2 indicate that our results were not due to simple differences in the
extent to which low and high-prejudice participants inhibited their
stereotypes, in that the two groups formed equally stereotypical
impressions of the stereotypical target. Thus, when the target was
relatively stereotypical, low-prejudice participants did not hesitate
to say so. Of course, it is still possible that low-prejudice but not
high-prejudice participants inhibited their stereotypes when con-
fronted with the counterstereotypical target. Investigations of the
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Figure 5. Regression lines predicting attention to stereotype-consistent and stereotype-inconsistent information
as a function of implicit prejudice in the low-load (left panel) and high-load (right panel) conditions in
Experiment 3. Higher scores indicate greater attention.
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interactions between inhibition and encoding and integration pro-
cesses should prove to be an important domain of future research.

Prejudice, Processing Motives, and Attention

Another important goal for future research will be to further
specify the relationships among prejudice, processing motives, and
attention. The recognition results from Experiment 1 are consistent
with those reported elsewhere (Bardach & Park, 1996; Förster et
al., 2000; Wänke & Wyer, 1996), showing that participants least
motivated to form accurate impressions were most likely to re-
member counterstereotypical behaviors. These findings (and those
from Experiment 3) are consistent with the view that people attend
very carefully to information that challenges desired beliefs but
give little scrutiny to preference-consistent information (e.g., Ditto
& Lopez, 1992; Ditto et al., 2003; Eagly et al., 2000). In contrast,
these results do not support the notion that increases in accuracy
motivation are associated with attentional biases favoring incon-
sistent information and that those individuals lacking in accuracy
motivation will filter out and ignore information that challenges
their beliefs (at least if processing capacity is sufficient). However,
there are at least two important differences between our experi-
ments and the experiments that have demonstrated such a relation-
ship between accuracy motivation and attention that may account
for the different results (e.g., Erber & Fiske, 1984; Fiske et al.,
1999; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). First, in prior research on the
influence of accuracy motivation, motivation has been manipu-
lated primarily through instructions or roles given to the partici-
pants. In the absence of these manipulations, participants were not
particularly motivated to either individuate or uphold their expect-
ancies; they were relatively neutral observers. In part, this is
because the expectancies used in this research have typically
consisted of experimenter-induced trait expectancies or stereo-
types about groups that fail to evoke strong prejudiced responses
(e.g., individuals with schizophrenia; but see Goodwin, Gubin,
Fiske, & Yzerbyt, 2000). In contrast, beliefs about homosexuals
and Black men are much more volatile and likely to initiate
motivated processing, even in the absence of particular instruc-
tions. Of particular relevance, the “unmotivated” (high-prejudice)
participants in our research may have been motivated to defend
their stereotypes, thereby enhancing the desirability of attending to
and attempting to discount inconsistent behaviors (as reflected in
the attributional data from Experiment 2).

Second, all of the participants in the present experiments were
asked to form impressions of the target. In contrast, the presence or
absence of such instructions has commonly been manipulated in
past research to influence the extent to which participants are
motivated to form accurate impressions. Therefore, in our exper-
iments, all participants were likely somewhat motivated by the
instructions to attend carefully to the presented information. Per-
haps in the absence of such instructions, high-prejudice partici-
pants would have been more content to simply ignore the incon-
sistent behaviors, despite being motivated to defend their
stereotypes. Likewise, perhaps low-prejudice participants would
have been more likely to show a bias toward disconfirmation and
ignore the consistent behaviors. Thus, there are important differ-
ences between our experiments and past research that may account
for the different relationship we observed between accuracy mo-

tivation (as reflected in levels of prejudice) and the encoding of
consistent and inconsistent information than has been previously
reported.

Finally, it simply may be the case that there are different
varieties of accuracy and defense motivation that influence per-
ceivers in different ways. Thus, the push toward accuracy that
derives from outcome dependency or accountability may engender
different processes than the accuracy motivation that derives from
a personal motivation to avoid seeing others in stereotypical ways
(i.e., low prejudice). Likewise, the desire to uphold stereotypes
may be played out in different ways, depending on whether that
desire derives from a position of power or from a personal ani-
mosity toward members of a stereotyped group.

On the Relationships Among Different Measures of
Stereotyping and Individuation

More generally, our research raises some important issues about
the relationships among different measures of stereotyping and
individuation. In the stereotyping literature, encoding, integration,
and judgment data all have been used to characterize the extent to
which impressions are relatively category based or individuated.
For example, a tendency to attend to consistent rather than incon-
sistent information has been taken as evidence for a category-
based rather than a behavior-based impression formation process
(e.g., Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). By the same token,
a tendency to attend to inconsistent rather than consistent infor-
mation has been taken as evidence for behavior-based rather than
stereotype-based impression formation. It also is sometimes as-
sumed that the content of perceivers’ judgments is directly related
to the content of the information to which they attend (e.g., Fiske
& Neuberg, 1990). However, our data make it clear that the
relationships among stereotyping and the different encoding and
integration processes are more complicated than has sometimes
been acknowledged.

First, attention is a poor predictor of integration versus category
use. In Experiments 1 and 3, it was the high-prejudice rather than
the low-prejudice participants who were most likely to preferen-
tially attend to inconsistent behaviors. At the same time, the
low-prejudice but not the high-prejudice participants formed im-
pressions on the basis of behavioral integration, as reflected in the
judgment and correlational data in Experiment 1 and the judgment
data in Experiment 2. This shows that attentional data should not
be viewed as synonymous with direct evidence of behavioral
integration and that individuation does not necessarily involve the
preferential encoding of inconsistent over consistent information.

The relationship between attention and judgment stereotypical-
ity appears to be similarly complex. Our results demonstrate a
clear dissociation between attention and judgment. Though the
high-prejudice but not low-prejudice participants preferentially
encoded inconsistent information, the high-prejudice participants
made more stereotypical judgments. A similar dissociation was
reported by Sherman et al. (1998), who showed that depleting
participants’ processing resources enhanced the relative attention
paid to inconsistent versus consistent information and enhanced
the likelihood of drawing stereotypical inferences at the same time.
Thus, in considering the relationship between attention and judg-
ment, it is necessary to know not only what information perceivers
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are attending to but also why they are attending to that information
and how they are encoding it. If high-prejudice perceivers attend
carefully to inconsistent information so that they may explain it
away, then a simple positive relationship between attention and
judgment should not be expected.

Finally, our findings suggest that the relationship between be-
havioral integration processes and judgmental outcome is not as
straightforward as it has been portrayed to be. It is sometimes
assumed that the process of integrating a target’s behavioral data
into an impression will necessarily produce a nonstereotypical
judgment. However, we have shown that integration can produce
judgments that appear to endorse stereotypes, even among low-
prejudice participants. When behavior, in fact, is consistent with
stereotypes, then even integration processes among low-prejudice
people should produce a stereotype-consistent judgment.

Conclusion

The nature of prejudice has been a consistent focus of social
psychological theorizing. Despite this long interest in prejudice,
relatively little has been known regarding the specific encoding
processes involved in the development and maintenance of nega-
tive evaluations of groups and their members. Our studies provide
some preliminary evidence of the ways in which individuals high
in prejudice engage in different attentional, attributional, and judg-
ment processes than those low in prejudice. However, the relation-
ships between these processes appear to be complex, and a simple
characterization of the effects of prejudice remains elusive. The
fact that prejudice involves multiple processes occurring together
to maintain negative attitudes might help account for the typical
resistance of prejudice to challenge or change.
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