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Stereotyping is one of the biggest single issues in social psychology but
relatively little is known about how and why stereotypes form. Stereotypes
as Explanations is the first book to explore the process of stereotype for-
mation, the way that people develop impressions and views of social
groups. Conventional approaches to stereotyping assume that stereo-
types are based on erroneous and distorted processes, but the authors
of this book take a very different view; namely that stereotypes form
in order to explain aspects of social groups and in particular to explain
relationships between groups. In developing this view, the authors ex-
plore classic and contemporary approaches to stereotype formation and
advance new ideas about such topics as the importance of category
formation, essentialism, illusory correlation, interdependence, social
reality and stereotype consensus. They conclude that stereotypes are
indeed explanations but they are nevertheless highly selective, variable
and frequently contested explanations.
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Preface

This book developed from a series of interactions between social psychol-
ogists at the Australian National University, the Catholic University at
Louvain-la-Neuve and the University of Amsterdam. In fact, all of the
contributors to the current volume were doing research at one or other
of those institutions during the 1990s.

All of the contributors to the volume were motivated by a desire to
get beyond some of the ideas about stereotyping that had so dominated
work in the 1970s and 1980s and were showing remarkable powers of
recovery in the 1990s. In doing this work several of us saw that despite
differences in theoretical perspectives and/or our geographical location
there were common threads in our work.

Many of the common ideas related to a view of stereotype formation
as a search for meaning on the part of the perceiver. We used different
terms for this search for meaning, such as explanation, understanding,
deriving differentiated meaning, but the commonalities in what we were
doing were obvious to us. The key ideas were consistent with the classic
work of Bruner and had figured prominently in social psychology in work
inspired by self-categorization theory and by social judgeability theory,
which made the point about the link between stereotyping and meaning
in a more general way.

It was perhaps in the domain of stereotype formation that the idea of
sense-making had the most to offer. Stereotype formation seemed to be
covered in every introductory social psychology textbook, but work in
the field had very little to say about why stereotypes were formed, except
under quite unusual (albeit interesting) circumstances. In our different
ways, we have sought to apply the idea that people form stereotypes in
order to make sense of their world, and this book is really a progress
report on what we have discovered so far.

Many of our colleagues are contributors to this volume and their con-
tributions will be readily apparent as you read this book. As editors we
extend our sincere thanks to all of them, in their different ways they
have all taught us a lot about stereotype formation. However, we would
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x Preface

like to thank those numerous other colleagues who are not directly in-
volved in the current project but who have been involved in related work
or with whom we have discussed some of the current ideas. These in-
clude Ana-Maria Bliuc, Amaly Khalaf, Girish Lala and Mark Nolan at
ANU. At the Research Group of the Social Psychology Division at the
Catholic University of Louvain at Louvain-la-Neuve we would like to
thank particularly Jacques-Philippe Leyens, Emanuele Castano, Alastair
Coull, Muriel Dumont and Anouk Rogier. Of the people who have been
involved in related work in the Netherlands Russell Spears would like
to thank Ap Dijksterhuis, Ernestine Gordijn, Naomi Ellemers, Jolanda
Jetten, Tony Manstead and Daan Scheepers. Vincent Yzerbyt would like
to thank the Belgian National Fund for Scientific Research for their finan-
cial support allowing him to travel toAustralia and his university for giving
him academic and financial support during his sabbatical semester. Our
thoughts go primarily though to our families, and in particular to Craig’s
partner Fiona and their son Aidan and to Vincent’s wife, Isabelle, and
their three kids, Simon, Mathilde and Lucas, for their constant support.

Finally we would like to thank Sarah Caro at Cambridge University
Press for her assistance and her enormous forbearance given the unan-
ticipated delays with this book, and Sara Barnes for her meticulous copy-
editing.
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