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In line with our subjective essentialist view of stereotypes (Yzerbyt, Rocher, &
Schadron, 1997), we propose that two classes of factors that mutually reinforce each
other influence the perception of groups. The perception of a strong level of similarity
and organization among group members (i.e., group entitativity) suggests the exis-
tence of a deep essence that would account for the detected regularities. Conversely,
the existence of naïve theories regarding the presence of an underlying core encour-
ages the search for resemblances and connections within the group. After a short pre-
sentation of the recent literature dealing with the concepts of entitativity and
essentialism, we review a series of studies from our laboratory showing the impact of
entitativity on essentialism as well as the influence of essentialism on entitativity. We
also provide empirical evidence for this bidirectional process from both the outsider
and the insider perspective. Finally, we examine the potential role of cultural differ-
ences both in the ascription of a fundamental nature to an entitative assembly of peo-
ple and in the use of a priori naïve theories to create surface similarity among group
members. As a set, these efforts point to the importance of taking into account the con-
stant dialogue between perceivers’ theory-based explanations and group members’
perceptual characteristics if one wishes to understand group stereotypes.

The way people see groups is a major concern of so-
cial psychologists (for recent reviews, see Brewer &
Brown, 1998; Doosje, Spears, Ellemers, & Koomen,
1999; Fiske, 1998; Spears, Oakes, Ellemers, & Has-
lam, 1997). Indeed, there is little doubt that the reac-
tions toward our own and other groups affect a
multitude of behaviors. A better knowledge of the vari-
ous factors that impinge on perceivers when they ap-
praise social groups is thus likely to inform us about
the evolution of the relations between the individual
and the group and between the groups themselves. In
this article, we stress the heuristic value of making a
distinction between two classes of factors that mutu-
ally reinforce each other to create meaningful social
entities. On one hand, the entitativity of a social group
(i.e., the perception of a strong degree of similarity and
organization among its members) encourages
perceivers to evoke an underlying essence that may ac-
count for the observed regularities. On the other, the at-
tribution of deep characteristics to a social group is

likely to reinforce the search for similarity and organi-
zation at the perceptual level and to result in the
construal of the group as an entity. Our goal in this arti-
cle is to illustrate this interplay of entitativity and
essentialism. We first provide a brief conceptual over-
view of these notions. Then, we examine in more detail
a number of recent studies conducted in our laboratory
that tackled this important issue both from an outsider
and an insider perspective. Finally, we briefly examine
the potential role of cultural factors on the link between
entitativity and essentialism.

Entitativity

Recent work on group perception reveals an in-
creasing interest in the concepts of entitativity and
essentialism. Revitalizing a concept proposed by
Campbell (1958) more than 4 decades ago, researchers
interested in entitativity examined not only the extent
to which a social aggregate is or is not perceived as a
coherent, unified, and meaningful entity (Lickel et al.,
2000), but also the role of entitativity in information
processing (Hamilton & Sherman, 1996; Hamilton,
Sherman, & Lickel, 1998; McConnell, Sherman, &
Hamilton, 1997; Yzerbyt, Rogier, & Fiske, 1998) and
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social perception (Abelson, Dasgupta, Park, & Banaji,
1998; Brewer & Harasty, 1996; Dasgupta, Banaji, &
Abelson, 1999; Dépret & Fiske, 1999; Gaertner &
Schopler, 1998; Welbourne, 1999; Yzerbyt, Castano,
Leyens, & Paladino, 2000; Yzerbyt et al., 1998) and
behavior (Insko & Schopler, 1998).

In an attempt to reconcile a series of inconsistent
messages emerging from impression formation re-
search and work on stereotyping and group perception,
Hamilton and Sherman (1996) proposed that
perceivers engage in qualitatively different mental op-
erations depending on the assumed entitativity of the
encountered target. Whereas online processes tend to
be initiated for entitative targets such as individuals,
memory-based processes likely dominate for less
entitative targets such as a group. When high unity is
expected, however, online processes are initiated both
for individual and group targets (McConnell et al.,
1997). Thus, entitative groups tend to be perceived in
the same way individuals are.

Leaving aside the issue of the differential
entitativity of individuals and groups, a series of re-
searchers built on the Gestalt principles put forth by
Campbell (1958) and investigated the impact of sev-
eral properties of social groups on the emergence of
entitativity (Gaertner & Schopler, 1998; Lickel et al.,
2000; Wilder & Simon, 1998). This line of work sug-
gests the existence of two clusters of group attributes
contributing to the emergence of entitativity: the sim-
ilarity cluster (homogeneity, similarity, size, proxim-
ity, etc.) and the organization cluster (organization,
interdependence, interaction, goals, etc.). An illustra-
tion of the use of similarity among group members as
a way to operationalize entitativity can be found in a
recent set of studies by Dasgupta et al. (1999). These
studies, which involved the perception of com-
puter-generated characters, provided evidence that
perceivers tend to attribute hostile intentions and be-
havioral homogeneity to groups composed of physi-
cally similar members. Surface similarity thus seems
to create a sense of unitary purposeful organism even
in the absence of group-relevant motivations (see also
Abelson et al., 1998).

Other researchers more attuned to small group phe-
nomena studied the impact of the organization factor
on the emergence of entitativity (Rabbie & Horwitz,
1988). As a case in point, Gaertner and Schopler
(1998) manipulated the level of interaction among
ingroup members in the context of a problem-solving
task involving two groups that either did or did not
compete with each other. Regardless of intergroup re-
lations, those members who experienced higher levels
of intragroup interaction had stronger perceptions of
ingroup and outgroup members as separate groups.
Also, intragroup interaction but not intergroup compe-
tition had a direct impact on ingroup favoritism. More

important, ingroup entitativity mediated the impact of
the salience of intergroup category on intergroup bias.

Finally, a series of studies pointed out the role that in-
terdependence may have in the perceived entitativity of
groups. For instance, in a study conducted by Brewer,
Weber, and Carini (1995), participants perceived com-
peting outgroups as more homogeneous than noncom-
peting ones. In the same vein, Rothgerber (1997) found
that the experience of hostility elicited perceived differ-
entiation from the hostile outgroup and perceived as-
similation within the two groups. More recently,
Corneille, Yzerbyt, Rogier, and Buidin (in press) found
that extreme and homogeneous impressions were
formed about a value-conflicting outgroup whose rela-
tive power increased. Taken together, these findings are
consistent with the view that the formation of entitative
impressions may facilitate retaliation toward hostile
outgroups (Vanbeselaere, 1991; Wilder, 1986).

Subjective Essentialism

Whereas virtually all contemporary research on
entitativity can be traced to the seminal work of
Campbell (1958), the notion of essentialism stems
from a variety of intellectual traditions (N. Haslam,
Rothschild, & Ernst, 2000; Leyens et al., 2000;
Rothbart & Taylor, 1992; Yzerbyt & Rocher, in
press; Yzerbyt, Rocher, & Schadron, 1997). The idea
has been evoked with greatest frequency in the phi-
losophy of language and in the philosophy of biol-
ogy. In the former context, scholars speak of
essentialism to refer to the classical or Aristotelian
view of concepts. An essential approach to concepts,
according to which a concept requires the satisfaction
of a set of necessary conditions (i.e., features) is con-
trasted with the Wittgensteinian view of fuzzy mem-
bership embodied in Rosch’s prototype theory
(Rosch & Mervis, 1975). Within the philosophy of
biology, essentialism refers to the pre-Darwinian
view of species. In contrast to the more recent per-
spective that species are historically changing, inter-
nally variable, and organized around a family
resemblance criterion, the essentialist view holds that
all the members of a given species once and for ever
share the same set of features.

Within psychology, Medin and Ortony (1989) re-
lied on the notion of essentialism to refer to the belief
among lay people that many categories have essences.
Building on a theory-based rather than a similar-
ity-based approach to concepts (Murphy & Medin,
1985), these authors argued that perceivers’ concepts
are often grounded in essentialist implicit theories.
These early efforts have since been confirmed by more
recent work showing that lay people hold essentialist
theories about living things but not about human arti-
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facts (Keil, 1989; Malt, 1994). Turning to social psy-
chology, Rothbart and Taylor (1992) were the first to
bring the notion of essentialism to bear on social cate-
gorization. These authors proposed that people com-
monly treat social categories, such as Jews, Dutch, or
soccer fans, as if they were natural kinds although they
are better considered as artifacts, such as chairs, cars,
or sweaters. According to Rothbart and Taylor, social
categories are the consequence of historically situated
conventions, needs, and desires. By omitting that their
perceived inductive potential only reflects social val-
ues and beliefs and is highly variable across cultures
and over time, people make a crucial ontological error.

Along somewhat similar lines, Hirschfeld (1995,
1996), a psychological anthropologist, argued that
people are innately equipped with a conceptual system
dedicated to the social domain and responsible for the
creation and the regulation of knowledge about what
he called human kinds. The basic idea here is that ra-
cial concepts do not develop by simple induction from
perceptual properties but are guided by a specific
model that organizes the information of human kinds
in essentialist terms. In contrast to Rothbart and Taylor
(1992), who argued that perceivers essentialize social
categories because they rely on the same assumptions
whether confronted with living things and social enti-
ties, the social ontology proposed by Hirschfeld (1996)
derives from the existence of a specific conceptual sys-
tem that is endemic to that domain.

Their Interplay

It seems the notions of entitativity and essentialism
have developed in fairly independent ways. In our view,
however, these two notions should be examined in close
connection. Interestingly, Campbell (1958, p. 17) de-
fined entitativity as the degree of having the nature of an
entity, of having real existence. In spite of this early in-
sistence on the link between the perception of a social
aggregate as an entity and its assumed ontological sta-
tus, only a handful of researchers examined the relations
between these two concepts (N. Haslam et al., 2000;
McGarty, Haslam, Hutchinson, & Grace, 1995; Yzerbyt
et al., 2000; Yzerbyt, Rocher, & Schadron, 1997).

McGarty et al. (1995) explored the impact of a num-
ber of group properties on judgments of entitativity.
Specifically, participants were presented with a num-
ber of stimuli that represented the position of the mem-
bers of a single group on an attitude scale. Their task
was to rate the consistency of the attitudes of the group
members on that scale. Depending on the stimulus, the
groups judged varied in size, diversity, extremity, and
variability. The main results were that perceived con-
sistency increased with size and decreased with vari-
ability and diversity. For McGarty et al. (1995), the

degree to which the attitudes of the group members are
seen as being consistent reflects the extent to which
they comprise a coherent whole. Confronted with a
given distribution of attitudes, participants face a
choice between deciding that the pattern represents a
meaningful group or that the pattern is spurious.
McGarty et al. (1995, p. 250) further suggested that the
process of making entitativity judgments can be seen
as analogous to the hypothesized process of inference
in attribution theory models. Thus, the perceptual
properties of a group seem to encourage observers to
believe in the existence of an inhering essence.

More recently, N. Haslam et al. (2000) explored the
notion of essentialism in a yet another way. Building
on earlier efforts to characterize the concept of
essentialism in various intellectual arenas, these au-
thors asked their participants to indicate the extent to
which a wide variety of groups could be characterized
by a series of essentialist attributes. A principal com-
ponent analysis of the answers revealed the presence of
two independent factors. The first factor mapped quite
well on the conceptualization of essentialism as is
found in the philosophy of biology and was labeled
natural kind. The second factor most closely corre-
sponded to the uses of essentialism found in social
psychological accounts and was called reifica-
tion/entitativity. Specifically, the reification factor
combined the elements of informativeness, uniformity,
inherence, and exclusivity.

From the preceding research, one may get the im-
pression that the concepts of entitativity and
essentialism go hand in hand. As a matter of fact, the
questions formulated by N. Haslam et al. (2000) suggest
that the reification factor is in fact a mixture of surface
similarity (uniformity) and underlying sameness (inher-
ence). In other words, both the phenotypic and the
genotypic level of similarity contribute to making peo-
ple members of a real unitary social entity. If one adds to
that the notion of exclusive membership, the reification
potential of a social category clearly renders member-
ship extremely informative. In our view, however, a
more heuristic way to formalize the concepts of
entitativity and essentialism is to distinguish these two
aspects of social perception (Yzerbyt, Rocher, &
Schadron, 1997). Whereas entitativity would stand for
the more ecological side of group perception,
essentialism would refer to its inferential facet. Echoing
current conceptions regarding the respective role of
similarity and theories in categorization (Medin, 1989),
this analytic distinction allows emphasis of the fact that
social perception jointly results from the features of the
targets and the beliefs of the perceivers.

In addition to building on an impressive body of lit-
erature in the cognitive domain, the distinction be-
tween entitativity, or the more perceptual side of group
perception, and essentialism, or the more inferential
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side of group perception, is reminiscent of other dis-
tinctions in the social psychological literature. To take
but one illustration, Semin and Fiedler (1991) argued
that perceivers could rely on different levels of ab-
stractness or concreteness in the language forms they
use to communicate about observed behaviors. At one
extreme, people can decide to stick as much as possible
to the concrete behavior by using so-called descriptive
action verbs (the woman gives a $20 bill to the home-
less person, the skinhead hits the old lady). At the other
extreme, perceivers may rely on adjectives (the woman
is generous, the skinhead is aggressive), thereby
switching to a more abstract level of communication.
We argue that the essentialism enters into play when
perceivers bridge the gap from the observation of some
group features to the inference of socially shared deep
characteristics. In the remainder of this article, we
present a series of empirical arguments that clarify the
advantages of keeping this distinction.

Within the field of intergroup relations and stereotyp-
ing, a key dimension is the distinction between ingroup
and outgroups (Brewer & Brown, 1998). Indeed, an
abundant literature shows the importance of group mem-
bership in a number of social phenomena. With a few ex-
ceptions (Gaertner & Schopler, 1998; Sherman,
Hamilton, & Lewis, 1999; Yzerbyt et al., 1998), how-
ever, the concepts of entitativity and essentialism have
only been examined with respect to the outgroup. We ar-
gue that the way insiders react also deserves close atten-
tion (Yzerbyt et al., 2000). We thus propose that it is
heuristic to examine the different perspectives of outsid-
ers and insiders. In the following sections, we report ex-
perimental evidence from our laboratory that illustrates
the impact of entitativity on subjective essentialism and
the influence of essentialist beliefs on the perception of
entitativity for both outsiders and insiders.

From Entitativity to Essences

Outsider Perspective

In the context of our theory of subjective
essentialism (Yzerbyt, Rocher, & Schadron, 1997), we
argued that stereotypes should not only be seen as handy
devices to facilitate our dealings with a puzzling envi-
ronment. Stereotypes also serve another important func-
tion: They provide subjective meaning to the world
(Bruner, 1957; Fiske, 1992; Leyens, Yzerbyt, &
Schadron, 1994; Oakes, Haslam, & Turner, 1994). Ste-
reotypes work as enlightening gestalts as they supply
perceivers with extra information by building on a rich
set of interconnected pieces of data. Moreover, stereo-
types comprise more than a list of attributes that help de-
scribe a particular social group. They also, and perhaps
most important, include the underlying explanations for

the relations among the attributes (Medin, 1989;
Murphy & Medin, 1985). In our opinion, by linking ob-
servable features to deep inherent characteristics com-
mon to all group members, such theories may serve to
justify and rationalize social arrangements by represent-
ing social divisions as stemming from the inherent na-
ture of the groups (for a detailed presentation of the links
between subjective essentialism and the legitimization
of the social order, see Yzerbyt & Rogier, in press; for a
collection, see Jost & Major, in press).

In one illustrative study (Yzerbyt et al., 1998), we
studied the impact of entitativity, operationalized as
group homogeneity, on the fundamental attribution er-
ror (FAE; Ross, Amabile, & Steinmetz, 1977). Spe-
cifically, groups of at least 7 students were called into
the laboratory to take part in a quiz game in which two
teams of three people were opposed. Assignment to the
team of questioners, the team of answerers, and the
role of observer was made on an explicitly random ba-
sis. Whereas some students learned that the group of
questioners all came from the same school (entity con-
ditions), others were informed that they came from
three different institutions (aggregate conditions).
Similarly, whereas half of the participants learned that
the group of answerers comprised students from the
same institution, the remaining participants were in-
formed that they came from three different schools.

The participants then played the quiz game for ap-
proximately 10 min. Questions about sports and enter-
tainment were selected because pilot research had
revealed that there were no stereotypes linking these
topics to the various institutions. At the end of the
game, the observers rated the competence and the gen-
eral knowledge of the questioners and the answerers,
both individually and as groups. As expected, observ-
ers saw questioners as being more competent than an-
swerers. However, this bias turned out to be much
higher in the entitative than in the aggregate condition.
Finally, this effect emerged not only for the group rat-
ings but also for the individual ratings, indicating that
each target person was indeed perceived differently
depending on the degree of entitativity of his or her
group. By linking the homogeneity of the observed
group to the emergence of social attribution, these
findings provide strong evidence for the close relation
between entitativity and subjective essentialism.

In another study, we illustrated this impact of
entitativity on the attribution process by relying on a
group version of the classic overattribution bias first
carried out by Jones and Harris (1967). In our group
version of this paradigm (Rogier & Yzerbyt, 1999),
participants watched a video portraying an experi-
menter with 6 students. The experimenter explained
that he needed to collect many arguments about eutha-
nasia. He then randomly assigned the 6 students to two
groups of 3 students each. Whereas the first group of 3
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students was asked to find arguments in favor of eutha-
nasia, the second group had to come up with unfavor-
able arguments. The 3 students in the second group
were always presented as coming from different de-
partments. The crucial experimental manipulation
concerned the affiliation of the first group of students,
who were presented either as coming from the same
department or from three different departments. The
video was stopped when the first group of students had
provided their arguments. Participants were then asked
a series of questions dealing with the perceived atti-
tudes of the 3 members of the first group and with po-
tential explanations for their behavior.

Replicating our earlier findings on the FAE, the
overattribution bias and the level of confidence were
much stronger when participants were confronted with
an entitative group than when they were facing an ag-
gregate. An additional focus of the study concerned the
extent to which participants thought that the depart-
ment of origin had played a role in shaping the stu-
dents’ behavior. Compared to participants confronted
with an aggregate, those facing an entity were signifi-
cantly more likely to state that the department of affili-
ation had an impact on the opinion about euthanasia
and to overestimate the number of students in that de-
partment who would share the same opinion. Thus,
here again, the phenotypic (i.e., surface) features of the
group (entity vs. aggregate) had a strong impact on the
attribution of genotypic (i.e., stable and internal) char-
acteristics (attitudes) to their members.

Insider Perspective

Our research program on the links between
entitativity and subjective essentialism has accumu-
lated a fair amount of evidence supporting the idea that
observable attributes of the group members encourage
perceivers to infer the presence of underlying deep
characteristics that may account for the regularities ob-
served in the group. As a case in point, the study on so-
cial attribution mentioned earlier offered a
demonstration that observers can be tempted to refer to
underlying dispositions (Yzerbyt et al., 1998). In an-
other series of studies, we examined the impact of ob-
servable features of the group on the emergence of
essentialist beliefs from the perspective of the insider.
Specifically, we hypothesized that the perception of
ingroup entitativity would translate into stronger iden-
tification with the ingroup.

To test this idea, we manipulated the degree of
intragroup similarity by presenting our Belgian par-
ticipants with the same information about the Euro-
pean Union (EU) member states but gave them one of
two sets of instructions (Castano, Yzerbyt, & Bour-
guignon, 1998, Experiment 2). Whereas some partici-

pants were requested to concentrate on the similari-
ties between the EU member states, other participants
were asked to focus on the differences. Because we
expected similarities and differences in instructions
to increase and decrease, respectively, the perception
of entitativity of the EU, we hoped to find a corre-
sponding strengthening and weakening of the identi-
fication with the EU. The data fully confirmed our
hypothesis. Asking people to concentrate on similari-
ties between the different countries tended to increase
the perceived entitativity of the EU and, by way of
consequence, exacerbated their level of identification.
In contrast, asking participants to concentrate on dif-
ferences among the several countries comprising the
EU produced a less entitative view of the EU and en-
gendered a dramatic decrease in the participants’
level of identification.

In another study (Castano et al., 1998, Experiment
4), we decided to manipulate the entitativity of the
ingroup by varying the alleged fuzziness of its
boundaries. We informed participants that the final
number of countries to be included in the EU was ei-
ther known or still under discussion among the cur-
rent members of the EU. We predicted that,
compared to a condition in which the boundaries of
the group were well defined (high entitativity), ill-de-
fined boundaries (low entitativity) would decrease
the degree of identification with the ingroup. This is
indeed what was observed. Globally, we take these
findings to show that group entitativity facilitates the
attribution of a deep characteristic common to all
members of the ingroup, which results in a more pro-
nounced sense of group identification.

It should be noted that these data may also provide an
argument for maintaining a distinction between insiders
and outsiders. Indeed, whereas the available data indi-
cate that entitative outgroups are generally associated
with malevolent intentions (Abelson et al., 1998; Insko
& Schopler, 1998), our own findings attest to the attrac-
tion power of some entitative ingroups (for a more com-
plete presentation, see Yzerbyt et al., 2000).

From Essence to Entitativity

Outsider Perspective

The research efforts discussed so far have all been
directed at situations corresponding to the causal arrow
from entitativity to subjective essentialism. That is, we
always checked for the impact of perceptual factors on
the emergence of some underlying coherent character-
istic common to all group members. To complete our
journey we also need to turn our attention to the reverse
causal direction. The empirical work presented in the
next two sections deals with the influence of subjective
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essentialism on the perception of entitativity at the per-
ceptual level, be it related to the more similarity or to
the more interdependence facet of Campbell’s (1958)
notion. Thus, the question we sought to address here
was how perceivers’ naive theories regarding the un-
derlying essence of a group affect their construal of the
group as a social entity.

Almost 40 years ago, Tajfel and Wilkes (1963) con-
ducted an experiment that would turn out to have a last-
ing impact on social psychology. These authors had
participants evaluate a set of eight lines in one of three
conditions. In a first no-label condition, each line was
presented separately and the participants’ task was to
indicate the length of the line. In the random-label con-
dition, the lines were always associated with one of
two labels but there was no systematic relation be-
tween the length of the line and the specific label. In
the correlated-label condition, the length of the line
was linked to the label associated with the line. Tajfel
and Wilkes found that the imposition of a trivial cate-
gory label that correlated with some characteristic of
the objects, in this case the length of the lines, induced
perceivers to accentuate the differences between the
two categories. Later work confirmed that there also
was an increase in the similarity within the categories
(see, for instance, Krueger & Clement, 1994; McGarty
& Penny, 1988; McGarty & Turner, 1992), at least on
dimensions that best allow teasing apart the two cate-
gories (Corneille & Judd, 1999).

We argue that, in terms of the perspective presented
here, the correlated-label condition could be seen as
providing a minimal set of essentialist beliefs. In other
words, the presence of a label that turned out to be sys-
tematically associated with a certain type of lines sug-
gested the existence of some underlying property that
differentiates the specific group from other groups. As
a result, perceivers engaged in some constructive pro-
cess that altered the perception of the lines to produce
two subjectively distinctive sets of lines. Consistent
with our subjective essentialist theory, we hypothe-
sized that the imposition of a meaningful as opposed to
a trivial category label should invite perceivers to mag-
nify the accentuation effects and to see the groups even
more as an entity. Although far-reaching in its implica-
tions, the idea we put forth is quite straightforward. We
expected that the availability of a naive theory that jus-
tifies the existence of any given group would lead peo-
ple to assume a fair degree of underlying coherence
where little in fact exists. As a result, perceivers would
strive to reinforce similarity at the surface level. This
conjecture was tested in a first series of studies that re-
lied on the accentuation paradigm.

The general paradigm was simple. We asked pretest
students chosen from the same population as our par-
ticipants to write one-page descriptions of themselves
in the context of a social setting. A total of 10 descrip-

tions were selected on the basis of richness and length.
They were then rewritten and presented on separate
sheets. In a first study (Yzerbyt & Buidin, 1998, Ex-
periment 1), the 10 descriptions were distributed in two
groups of 5 before being handed out to participants.
The participants’ task was to read the first group of 5
descriptions and form an idea of the first group. They
were then to come back to the first description, rate the
first person on 10 traits, read the second description
and rate the second person on the same 10 traits, and so
on. These traits had been carefully selected so that 2
traits would concern each one of the five dimensions of
Norman’s (1963) Big Five factor structure. A consis-
tent finding over the various studies was that 7 of the
10 traits were highly intercorrelated, allowing the com-
putation of a global index of sociability. Once the 5
members of the first group were evaluated, participants
were instructed to rate the group as a whole again using
the 10 traits. These steps were then repeated for the
second group of 5 members. Finally, participants were
fully debriefed, thanked, and dismissed. The presenta-
tion of one of two random distributions of the descrip-
tions constituted the first one of our experimental
manipulations. The key independent variable, how-
ever, was the specific rationale given to the partici-
pants for the constitution of the two groups. Whereas
half of the participants were told that the two groups of
5 people corresponded to two sets of people waiting for
a different bus, the remaining participants learned that
the two groups were made up of people sharing a dif-
ferent genetic marker. Pretest work had indicated that
these two kinds of groups were seen to be quite differ-
ent in terms of their inherence.

The ratings given to the group members and to the
groups allowed computing a variety of indexes of
central tendency and variability. First, we recorded
the evaluation of each group by computing the evalu-
ation index on the group ratings. Second, we com-
puted a target-based evaluation of each group. To this
end, we averaged the sociability index for the 5 mem-
bers of each group. We thus secured two group-based
evaluations and two target-based evaluations from
each participant. As for the measure of variability, we
computed the standard deviation of the sociability in-
dex within each group of 5 targets. We could thus
count on two standard deviation scores for each par-
ticipant. Confirming the random nature of the distri-
bution of the 10 descriptions in two groups of 5, this
first study revealed no difference in the mean evalua-
tions of the groups, be it at the level of the target or at
the level of the group. More important, however, and
supporting our predictions, the within-group standard
deviation was significantly lower, thereby revealing
the presence of a higher level of perceived internal
coherence in the groups when the participants were
led to think that the groups revolved around different
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genetic markers than when they thought that they
were people waiting for different buses.

In a second study (Yzerbyt & Buidin, 1998, Experi-
ment 2), we decided to use the same scenario as the
random study with one important modification. This
time, the descriptions were first ranked on the basis of
the mean evaluations given in the bus condition of the
random study. Whereas one group comprised the 5
most sociable targets, the other group was made of the
5 least sociable targets. The five descriptions were then
randomly presented within each group. Participants
were confronted with one of two orders of presentation
depending on whether the more social group was pre-
sented first or second. As before, the crucial experi-
mental manipulation concerned the information
regarding the nature of the two groups. In the bus con-
dition, the two groups were said to comprise people
waiting for a different bus. Participants in the gene
condition learned that the two groups comprised peo-
ple with different genetic markers. The steps involved
in the collection of the data were the same as the ones
used in the random study. As expected, the nature of
the beliefs influenced the perceived entitativity of the
groups. Participants evaluated the sociability of the 5
group members to be more similar when they thought
that the group members shared the same genetic
marker than when they were informed that the groups
were made up of people waiting for a different bus.

We also added a third condition in which partici-
pants were simply informed that they would be con-
fronted with descriptions of 10 people. Because we did
not mention the existence of two groups, participants
in this condition were not instructed to rate the groups
in and of themselves and did not provide us with
group-based evaluations. Not surprisingly, the data
confirmed the presence of a significant built-in differ-
ence between the more sociable and the less sociable
group. More important, a highly significant interaction
between the a priori beliefs about the group and the
built-in sociability of the groups supported our idea
that the provision of a meaningful basis of categoriza-
tion facilitates the emergence of accentuation. Partici-
pants saw little difference between the sociability of
the two groups when the various descriptions were said
to originate from 10 people or when the two groups al-
legedly comprised 5 people waiting for a different bus.
In sharp contrast, the mention of an explicit category
label referring to the existence of some essential fea-
ture associated with group membership led to the per-
ception of a significantly stronger difference between
the two groups.

Our goal in these studies was to show that an explicit
reference to essential characteristics underlying the
constitution of a group amplifies the accentuation ef-
fect. Outsiders confronted with groups that supposedly
cohere around inherent characteristics tend to exacer-

bate the perceived homogeneity of the group members
and the difference between the two groups. The strong
support obtained for our predictions led us to seek addi-
tional illustrations of the impact of essentialist beliefs in
social perception. To this end, we turned our attention to
the illusory correlation paradigm.

When related to stereotyping, the illusory correla-
tion paradigm consists in showing a series of behaviors
of two groups. These behaviors vary on one dimen-
sion, usually likability. Whereas one group constitutes
the majority (e.g., participants read about the behaviors
of 26 individuals), the other group forms a minority
(e.g., participants read about the behaviors of 13 indi-
viduals). Moreover, the majority of the behaviors are
located on one pole of the dimension (e.g., 27 of the 39
behaviors are likable) and the minority on the other
pole (in this case, 12 behaviors are unlikable). The key
feature of the distribution of the behaviors is that the
proportion of likable and unlikable behaviors is the
same in the two groups (in this example, 18 likable be-
haviors are attributed to the largest group). As a result
of the proportional presence of likable versus unlikable
behaviors in each group, there is no relation between
likability of the behaviors and group membership. De-
spite the absence of a correlation in the materials pre-
sented to the participants, the typical findings reveal
the existence of a systematic tendency to associate the
minority group with the less frequent behaviors (in the
example used here, the smallest group is seen to be sig-
nificantly less positive than the largest group).

The earliest explanation of the effect points to the
causal role of a perceptual bias: Perceivers’ attention
would automatically be directed toward infrequent
rather than frequent events (Hamilton & Gifford,
1976). According to this distinctiveness account, the
co-occurrence of rare events would be particularly sa-
lient and would facilitate an association in memory. In
the illusory correlation paradigm, the behaviors of the
minority are less frequent than those of the majority
and the unlikable behaviors are less numerous than the
likable behaviors. The unlikable behaviors of the mi-
nority are thus likely to attract perceivers’ attention
and to be memorized. Recently, a number of alterna-
tive explanations have been proposed to account for
this effect. For instance, Fiedler (1991) and Smith
(1991) suggested that the illusory correlation emerges
because of information loss processes.

The approaches based on distinctiveness, memory,
and information loss all rest on mechanisms that im-
plicate the content of the information. In contrast,
McGarty and colleagues (S. A. Haslam, McGarty, &
Brown, 1996; McGarty & de la Haye, 1997;
McGarty, Haslam, Turner, & Oakes, 1993) argued
that participants’ expectations about the nature of the
task and the groups presented in the experimental set-
ting play a major role in the emergence of the illusory
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correlation effect. For McGarty et al. (1993), the bias
results from participants’ beliefs that the experimen-
tal task requires them to find a difference between the
two groups. Said otherwise, participants ask them-
selves how the groups differ on the evaluative dimen-
sion: Which of the two groups is better? McGarty et
al. (1993) argued that, in absolute terms, there are
real evaluative differences among the stimuli used in
the classic task because there is more evidence for the
hypothesis that Group A is good and Group B is bad
(18 + 4 = 22 stimuli) than for the opposite hypothesis
(9 + 8 = 17 stimuli). In other words, when people
learn that members of two different groups have per-
formed a number of behaviors, they initiate a series
of mechanisms that help them to clearly differentiate
between these two social entities. The nature of the
stimuli leads them to favor A over B. This reasoning
was demonstrated a contrario by S. A. Haslam et al.
(1996) in a study in which the labels assigned the two
groups were either neutral (Groups A and B) or asso-
ciated with existing but irrelevant groups regarding
the dimension to be judged (left- and right-handed
people). In line with the authors’ predictions, the ef-
fect was replicated in the former but not in the latter
condition. This finding is remarkable if one considers
that all participants were right-handed. Indeed, sev-
eral researchers reported that the illusory correlation
is attenuated when participants are members of the
minority but exacerbated when they are members of
the majority (Schaller & Maass, 1989). S. A. Haslam
et al. (1996), however, found no trace of an ingroup
bias: Right-handed perceivers failed to derogate the
minority of left-handed people.

The study conducted by S. A. Haslam et al. (1996)
nicely illustrates the way people’s expectations about
the nature of a category influence the perception of
the characteristics associated with its members. Still,
we see two limitations to this study. First, in contrast
to what happens in the neutral-label condition, partic-
ipants in the irrelevant-label condition are not thrown
in a situation where they learn information about two
new groups. It would thus be most surprising if these
participants were to change their perception of the
two groups after the confrontation with such a re-
stricted set of behaviors. The second limitation is em-
pirical rather than methodological in nature. Indeed,
S. A. Haslam et al. demonstrated that perceivers’ na-
ive theories are in a position to counter the formation
of illusory correlation. In our view, however, it re-
mains to be shown that naive theories facilitate the
formation of new stereotypes. To address this issue,
we conducted a study in which care was taken to ma-
nipulate the beliefs about the nature of the groups and
the origin of the behaviors without providing infor-
mation about the content of the stereotypes them-
selves (Yzerbyt, Rocher, McGarty, & Haslam, 1997).

The experiment was modeled after the classic illu-
sory correlation paradigm. A total of 72 participants
read 39 sentences presented in a random order for 8 sec
each. In line with the standard distribution of the infor-
mation used to create the illusory correlation, 18 posi-
tive behaviors and 8 negative behaviors were associated
with Group A and 9 positive and 4 negative behaviors
were associated with Group B. These behaviors had
been pretested so that the mean positivity and mean
negativity was the same for the two groups. The partici-
pants’ task was to memorize the behaviors as well as the
group membership of their authors. The only experi-
mental manipulation of the study concerned the infor-
mation provided about the origin of the groups.
Depending on conditions, the participants were in-
formed that the two groups had been constituted either
by a computer program or by clinical psychologists. A
control group also took part in the study and was given
the standard instructions in which no information is pro-
vided about the origin of two groups assumed to exist in
real life (Hamilton & Gifford, 1976). In participants’
eyes, the specific competence of clinical psychologists
is precisely that of interpreting behavior and classifying
people in various groups. In contrast, there is a general
suspicion that computers are ill equipped to make subtle
distinctions between people. Our prediction was that
participants would display a stronger illusory correla-
tion when the origins of the group conferred meaning to
these groups. Thus, we expected the illusory correlation
to be stronger in the clinical psychologists than in the
computer program condition.

The results of our study nicely concur with the hy-
potheses. Compared to the control condition in which
we found a modest yet significant illusory correlation
(φ correlation of .15), the absence of a meaningful ra-
tionale for the constitution of the two groups led partic-
ipants to conclude that the two groups did not differ (a
nonsignificant φcorrelation of .08). In other words, our
participants did not think that a computer program
could validly distinguish people into real groups.
Therefore, the categories that were created were not in-
dicative of true differences between the group mem-
bers. As a result, participants did not actively engage in
category differentiation. In sharp contrast, the provi-
sion of a sensible reason for the existence of the two
groups resulted in more positive perceptions of Group
A and more negative perceptions of Group B (a highly
significant φcorrelation of .30). This experiment illus-
trates the enormous impact of naive theories on the for-
mation of stereotypes. Perceivers seem to process the
information quite differently when they rely on a pow-
erful theory regarding the existence of a target group
than when they are convinced that the observed people
are not members of a meaningful social entity.

At first sight, our data are at odds with those re-
ported by McConnell et al. (1997; for a recent review,
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see Stroessner & Plaks, in press). These authors argued
that the expectation of target coherence should encour-
age perceivers to devote a substantial amount of atten-
tion to the incoming information, that is, to process the
stimuli online (Hamilton & Sherman, 1996). Because
perceivers no longer depend on memory-based pro-
cesses, the traditional illusory correlation should be
less likely to emerge. More recently, however,
Berndsen, Spears, McGarty, and van der Pligt (1998)
observed that instructing their participants to expect
coherent groups led to the emergence of an illusory
correlation. Interestingly, this was true only when the
set of behaviors pertaining to each group was itself
moderately coherent. This finding led Berndsen et al.
to suggest that the combination of a very strong expec-
tation of coherence, as is typical in McConnell et al.’s
(1997) studies, and the presence of moderate coher-
ence in the data may in fact contribute to radicalize the
image of the two groups and minimize the need to dif-
ferentiate between them. In contrast, the expectation of
low coherence may continue to translate into illusory
correlation when it is combined with moderate
data-based coherence. This prediction actually corre-
sponds to the pattern reported by McConnell et al. and
offers a neat way to reconcile the divergent sets of data.
In a test of this conjecture, Berndsen et al. (1998, Ex-
periment 2) confirmed that the presence of either very
strong or minimal data-based coherence indeed pre-
vented the emergence of an illusory correlation. Only
moderate data-based coherence allowed for the ap-
pearance of an illusory correlation.

In contrast to McConnell et al.’s (1997) manipula-
tion, we do not see our clinical instructions to refer to
perceived similarity. Rather, the indications we gave
to our participants should simply suggest that all the
members of a given group share some underlying es-
sence. This essence should be remote enough that
people would only expect a moderate level of coher-
ence in the actual behaviors and would not mind the
presence of some inconsistency in the stimuli.
Ironically, this state of affairs is precisely what
should make possible the emergence of a strong illu-
sory correlation, as it should encourage participants
to give meaning to the data. In contrast, because the
computer instructions question the presence of under-
lying coherence in the materials, participants should
refrain from construing a meaningful evaluative dif-
ference between the two groups.

Insider Perspective

The studies discussed earlier demonstrated the im-
pact of essentialist beliefs on the creation of perceptual
similarity (Yzerbyt, Rocher, & Schadron, 1997), a pat-
tern of findings that is highly reminiscent of the work in

cognitive research (Medin, 1989). Although surface
similarity is important, category formation appears to
proceed on the basis of people’s theories about the un-
derlying structure of the categorization scheme. Note
that we restricted ourselves to situations in which
perceivers were not members of the observed groups.
One of the most fascinating aspects of social categoriza-
tion, however, is that perceivers can be members of the
target categories. As a consequence, perceivers engaged
in a social categorization process will generally be both
the actors and the targets of the accentuation effects.
They likely will act in ways that maximize similarities
and differences and change their own qualities in ways
that are categorically meaningful. We devote this last
section to a study that illustrates how people regulate
their own behavior to achieve ingroup entitativity.

As members of groups, we are often led to form be-
liefs about those very social entities to which we be-
long. Is it the case that insiders may also be sensitive to
the assumed nature of their group and shape their be-
haviors accordingly? Is it possible that the group mem-
bers act in ways that exacerbate the entitativity of the
group? We think that this issue has not yet been prop-
erly addressed in the literature. To begin to fill this gap,
we set out to examine the impact of naive theories re-
garding the origin of the ingroup on group deci-
sion-making processes. In a recent series of studies
(Yzerbyt & Estrada, 1999), we examined the role of
subjective essentialism in the construction of ingroup
consensus by relying on a standard group polarization
paradigm. Participants were asked to volunteer for a
study on opinion and decision making and were pre-
sented with a series of 10 risky dilemmas taken from
the group polarization literature (for a review, see
Brown, 1986). Typically, such dilemmas describe a
situation in which a target person is confronted with
one line of action that involves no risk at all but is unat-
tractive and another line of action that is much more at-
tractive but entails some level of risk. The task of the
participants is to read each dilemma and indicate the
highest level of risk for them to continue to encourage
the target person to select the attractive line of action.

The study took place in two sessions separated by 1
week. In a first session, up to 5 participants were first
given a trial dilemma to familiarize them with the de-
pendent measures. They were then given the 10 dilem-
mas and all the necessary time to provide their
answers. Participants spent an average of 25 min to
make their decisions. On completion of the dilemma
questionnaire, participants were asked to come back to
the laboratory to study group decision making. They
also learned that they would have to come along with 4
other participants. In addition to setting an appoint-
ment time for the second session, participants were in-
vited to take part in a test allegedly aimed at identifying
the presence of certain personal characteristics. Spe-
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cifically, they were asked to put a sample of their saliva
on a small color test paper. The female experimenter
explained that the result of the test might or might not
be important for the second part of the study and that
participants would receive more information if neces-
sary. She then showed the five possible colors that
could result from the saliva test, explained that each
color was associated with a different set of objective
characteristics, and that a few minutes were necessary
for the test paper to take on a particular color. While
the participant examined the names given to the vari-
ous colors, the experimenter randomly selected one of
five precolored test papers and presented it as being the
result of the participant’s saliva test. Participants were
then informed about the result of the saliva test that
characterized them and asked to fill in the record sheet
accordingly. An appointment was then made for the
second session.

At the time set for the second session, participants
(a minimum of 3 and a maximum of 5) were seated
around a table in the middle of a large room. Control
participants were then informed that they would be
presented with the same dilemmas as the ones used
during the first session and that they were expected to
reach a consensus in their answers using 60 min for the
10 dilemmas. Experimental participants were also re-
quested to reexamine their record sheet and notice that
they were all associated with the same color, hence
with the same set of objective characteristics. Actually,
the assignment to the conditions was purely random
with the only constraint that same test-color partici-
pants were assigned to the corresponding groups.

After 1 hr, participants were asked to sit at one of
the four tables placed against the walls of the labora-
tory room, the fifth participant remaining seated at the
central table. The experimenter asked participants to
go over each dilemma once again and to indicate what
they thought was the appropriate answer for each prob-
lem. On completion of this third questionnaire, partici-
pants filled out a series of manipulation checks.
Finally, they were debriefed, thanked, and dismissed.
Manipulation checks confirmed that our manipulation
of the naive theories was successful.

As is common practice in group polarization re-
search, we first examined the answers given during the
initial individual phase. The data revealed that partici-
pants later assigned in one of the two conditions ini-
tially expressed similar views on the dilemmas. To
evaluate the level of group polarization, we then com-
pared the group answers to the initial individual an-
swers. The average reactions to the 10 dilemmas
revealed the presence of a significant risky shift. We
had no clear expectations regarding the amount of po-
larization that could emerge in each one of the two con-
ditions. On one hand, it is possible to argue that people
who are told that they share the same essence would be

less ready to change their initial position. This could be
because members of essentialized groups would al-
ready see themselves as a prototypical instance of the
group or, alternatively, because they would like to re-
tain their individual viewpoint as much as possible to
affirm their distinctiveness (Brewer, 1991). On the
other hand, the information regarding the underlying
essence could facilitate the operation of informational
and normative influence among the members of the
group and result in greater polarization. Although the
means were more consistent with the first than the sec-
ond conjecture, an analysis of variance indicated that
the total amount of polarization on the 10 dilemmas
was the same in both conditions. This pattern of find-
ings means that all participants manifested polariza-
tion when confronted with a group decision.

Because our expectation was that naive theories
about the foundation of the group should indeed influ-
ence how people react toward other group members’
positions, we also compared the way participants in the
different conditions changed their individual decision
into a group decision. To do this, we computed the
squared difference between the initial individual an-
swers and the group answers. The data revealed that
the average amount of individual change was lower in
the same color than in the control condition. In our
view, this pattern suggests that the participants in
essentialized groups felt less of a need than control par-
ticipants to abandon their individual position. To eval-
uate this interpretation more directly, we also
computed the squared difference between the initial
and the final individual answers. As expected, the data
showed that the average impact of the group discussion
was more limited when participants thought that all
group members shared the same essence. In other
words, essentialized participants were more likely to
maintain their initial position despite the experience of
the group discussion.

These data provide promising evidence that people
do not react similarly when they think of themselves as
a member of an ad hoc group or a member of a group
that is based on the shared presence of some deep char-
acteristics. Although we provided our experimental
participants with minimal information about the essen-
tial nature of the groups, such knowledge had a definite
impact on the way they reacted to the situation. In this
case, the availability of naive theories reinforcing the
ontological status of the group altered the way the
members of the groups reached consensus in a deci-
sion-making context by minimizing their willingness
to change their initial position in any dramatic way.

We are only beginning to see the potential lessons
of this study for our knowledge about group and inter-
group behavior. In particular, it is worth elaborating a
bit on the fact that participants were much more similar
to each other in their convergence toward a group posi-
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tion when they believed in the essential nature of their
group. Indeed, the shifts toward the new consensual
answer appeared to be smaller and more evenly distrib-
uted among members of essentialist than non-
essentialist groups. One possible explanation for this
finding is that the members of essentialist groups mini-
mized the perceived difference in the positions held by
the different members of their groups. In a related vein,
the mention of the strong ontological status of the
group may have led these participants to see them-
selves as a prototypical incarnation of their group
norms and to feel therefore less need to abandon their
individual positions.

One fascinating alternative interpretation to this
finding is thatmembersofessentialistgroupsweremore
strongly opposed to the group decision and more reluc-
tant to give up their distinctive features than members of
nonessentialist groups. In this perspective, essential-
izedparticipants stick to theirpersonalviews to reaffirm
their sense of uniqueness (Brewer, 1991). Obviously,
the former explanation is consistent with the view that
people rely on their beliefs regarding the underlying es-
sence of their group to create similarity. In contrast, the
latter explanation stresses the fact that deep sharedness
(especially when it concerns groups that have not been
freely chosen) can be experienced as oppressive and
lead group members to reaffirm their idiosyncrasy. At
any rate, our data show that naive beliefs about the na-
ture of groups have a substantial impact on group deci-
sion making. Further research is certainly needed to
disentangle these two interpretations.

Role of Cultural Factors

The various studies presented here suggested that
perceivers may be prompt to conceive additional ob-
servable similarity when they are armed with
essentialist theories about social groups. Alternatively,
the evidence showed that people are tempted to evoke
an underlying essence when confronted with entitative
groups. As it happens, one most intriguing issue re-
garding this bidirectional process is the potential im-
pact of cultural factors. Indeed, we have been arguing
that subjective essentialism is very much like making
dispositional inferences about group members as
group members; that is to say, all the members of an
entitative group are imbued with some underlying
property that makes them a member of the group at the
same time that it accounts for the regularities in the ob-
served behavior. The consequence of such social attri-
bution is that observers tend to overlook the situational
constraints that impinge on the actions of the group
members (Yzerbyt et al., 1998), a phenomenon that co-
mes across as a social version of lay dispositionism
(Ross & Nisbett, 1991). Lay dispositionism refers to a

number of inferential practices like viewing behavior
as reflecting the correspondent disposition, believing
that behavior can be predicted from knowledge of the
relevant trait, and expecting high behavioral consis-
tency across situations.

Of interest, a number of authors have taken issue
with the view that the dispositional bias is universal.
Building on the growing interest in cross-cultural dif-
ferences within social psychology (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995), there now seems to
be strong evidence that dispositionism is sensitive to
cultural aspects (Choi, Nisbett, & Nisrezayan, 1999;
Miller, 1984). The general message emanating from
this line of work is that people from Western cultures
tend to make more person attributions, whereas peo-
ple from Eastern cultures tend to make more situa-
tional attributions (Fletcher & Ward, 1988; Shweder
& Bourne, 1984). Does this mean that Easterners are
less likely to fall prey to subjective essentialism in
general and social attribution in particular? We think
that such a conclusion would be highly misguided.
To understand our position, we propose to distinguish
two distinct views of a cultural perspective on
dispositionism. A differential process interpretation
holds that European Americans are more prone to
call on inherent characteristics of persons than Asians
are, whereas Asians prove to be more sensitive to the
transient influences of the situation on human behav-
ior (Shweder & Bourne, 1984). As an illustration of
this approach, Morris and Peng (1994) found that
Chinese newspapers explained two mass-murder inci-
dents in terms of situational factors surrounding the
actor. In contrast, U.S. newspapers stressed the dispo-
sitions of the persons (Lee, Hallahan, & Herzog,
1996). According to the differential process view,
Asians are expected to be much less likely than Euro-
pean Americans to display the FAE in a number of
standard situations in which the dispositional bias has
repeatedly been observed (Choi & Nisbett, 1998).
Obviously, such a perspective promotes the idea that
Asians avoid referring to extensive and broad dispo-
sitions altogether and prefer to invoke circumstantial,
context-specific, and nongeneral factors. A differen-
tial content view holds that all humans have a funda-
mental tendency to search for stable causes.
According to that approach, the observed difference
between cultures resides in the fact that Asians tend
to give priority to stable external (i.e., situational)
causes to explain events, whereas European Ameri-
cans generally elect stable internal (i.e., personal)
causes (Krull, 1993). Our view on social attribution
shares with the differential content view the assump-
tion that social perceivers have a universal tendency
to isolate stable causal factors to make sense of the
surrounding world. However, the idea of social attri-
bution goes one step further in that it stresses the so-
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cial dimension as a distinctive causal factor. By
social dimension, we refer both to social groups as
entities and to individuals’ group loyalties and duties.
To the extent that the interdependence and social
embeddedness of the actors are more real and their
independence and autonomy are less real to East-
erners than to Westerners (Chiu, Dweck, Tong, & Fu,
1997; Kashima, Siegal, Tanaka, & Kashima, 1992),
that is, to the extent that Easterners easily “see” the
group behind an actor’s behaviors, then Easterners
are likely to make attributions to collective agents
rather than to individual agents (Menon, Morris,
Chiu, & Hong, 1998). In her classic study on
attributional responses among North Americans and
Indian Hindus of various age groups, Miller (1984)
not only found that North Americans used an increas-
ing number of person dispositions as they were grow-
ing older (a pattern not observed for Hindus), but also
that older Hindus invoked social roles and relation-
ships much more than younger Hindus did (a finding
that did not emerge for North Americans). Data such
as these suggest that the crucial difference between
Asians and European Americans may not so much lie
in the differential weight given by the members of
these two cultures to the dispositions of either the ac-
tor or the situation, but rather in people’s differential
ability to see the person or the group as the meaning-
ful locus of causality. From our perspective, members
of Western and Eastern cultures indeed differ in the
kind of attributions that they make. However, instead
of the preferential reference to fluid aspects of the sit-
uation in comparison with fixed individual factors,
what matters is the causal status of the individual as a
self-contained entity versus the individual as member
of a larger group or even the group itself.

Conclusion

The research program presented here builds on our
earlier efforts at examining the links between
entitativity and essentialism (Yzerbyt et al., 2000;
Yzerbyt, Rocher, & Schadron, 1997; Yzerbyt et al.,
1998). According to our theory of subjective
essentialism, stereotypes about social groups cannot be
reduced to the simple perception of group features, nor
can they be seen as mental constructions entirely de-
tached from objective reality. Rather, we stress the key
role of a constant dialogue between theory-based ex-
planations and the data-based information concerning
the group members out there.

In this article, we argue for a closer connection be-
tween the now abundant work on the concept of
entitativity (Hamilton & Sherman, 1996) and the
somewhat less popular issue of essentialism (Haslam
et al., 2000; Yzerbyt, Rocher, & Schadron, 1997).

There is already evidence that the presence of strong
perceptual cues of entitativity leads perceivers to
evoke the existence of an underlying set of deep as-
pects common to all group members. We therefore
devoted most of our presentation to the role of
essentialist beliefs in the perception of phenotypic
regularities within social groups. We showed that the
characterization of a social group as being based on
some deep underlying characteristic orients outsiders
and insiders alike to amplify the resemblance be-
tween group members. The fact that outsiders exacer-
bated similarities between individual group members
illustrates the perceptual impact of naive theories
about the ontology of a group. The finding that insid-
ers made more similar concessions in the determina-
tion of a group norm level emphasizes the behavioral
properties of essentialist beliefs about the ingroup.

As a set, our studies stress the importance of tak-
ing into account the beliefs of perceivers as much as
the perceptual features of the target. They concur
with other work showing that people’s implicit theo-
ries shape their views of the social world. As a case
in point, Levy, Stroessner, and Dweck (1998) investi-
gated the impact of people’s beliefs about the fixed-
ness versus malleability of human attributes on social
stereotyping and found that compared to incremental
theorists (i.e., people who think that people’s traits
are malleable), entity theorists (i.e., people who be-
lieve that people’s traits are fixed) made more stereo-
typical trait judgments of existing ethnic and
occupational groups and made more extreme ratings
of novel groups of people. Interestingly, whereas en-
tity theorists attributed stereotyped traits more to in-
born group qualities than to environmental factors,
the reverse pattern was obtained for incremental theo-
rists. These efforts confirm that the machinery that al-
lows us to create similarity is every bit as impressive
as the processes that give us access to the similarities
of the world. One intriguing conclusion is that the ex-
istence of a priori beliefs about the deep nature of a
group may have a series of consequences on the man-
agement of stereotype inconsistency. At one level, we
will likely tolerate a fair bit of variability at the
phenotypic level as long as we remain convinced that
group members share some inherent essence. At an-
other, we will probably work much harder to reinter-
pret discrepant information in line with our
preconception if we think that there exists a deep
characteristic common to all group members. Be-
cause essential beliefs offer such an efficient means
to handle inconsistency at the surface level, the ste-
reotypes we may dislike most may precisely be those
that are most resistant to modification. In our view,
this means that the best strategy to alter disputable
social stereotypes may well be to launch direct at-
tacks against beliefs regarding their inherence.
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