Self-Fulfilling Stereotypes
Mark Snyder

Gordon Allport, the Harvard psychologist who wrote a classic work on the nature
of prejudice, told a story about a child who had come to believe that people who
lived in Minneapolis were called monopolists. From his father, moreover, he had
learned that monopolists were evil folk. It wasn't until many years later, when he
discovered his confusion, that his dislike of residents of Minneapolis vanished.

Allport knew, of course, that it was not so easy to wipe out prejudice and erro-
neous stereotypes. Real prejudice, psychologists like Allport argued, was buried
deep in human character, and only a restructuring of education could begin to
root it out. Yet many people whom | meet while lecturing seem to believe that
stereotypes are simply beliefs or attitudes that change easily with experience. Why
do some people express the view that Italians are passionate, blacks are lazy, Jews
materialistic, and leshians mannish in their demeanor? In the popular view, it is
because they have not |earned enough about the diversity among these groups and
have not had enough contact with members of the groups for their stereotypes to
be challenged by reality. With more experience, it is presumed, most people of
good will arelikely to revise their stereotypes.

My research over the past decade convinces me that there is little justification
for such optimism—and not only for the reasons given by Allport. While it is true
that deep prejudice is often based on the needs of pathological character structure,
stereotypes are obviously quite common even among fairly normal individuals.
When people first meet others, they cannot help noticing certain highly visible
and distinctive characteristics: sex, race, physical appearance, and the like. Despite
people's best intentions, their initial impressions of others are shaped by their as-
sumptions about such characteristics.

What is critical, however, isthat these assumptions are not merely beliefs or at-
titudes that exist in a vacuum; they are reinforced by the behavior of both preju-
diced people and the targets of their prejudice. In recent years, psychologists have
collected considerable laboratory evidence about the processes that strengthen
stereotypes and put them beyond the reach of reason and good will.

My own studies initially focused on first encounters between strangers. It did
not take long to discover, for example, that people have very different ways of

From Psychology Today. July 1982, pp. 60-68. Copyright © 1982 by Sussex Publishers. Reprinted by
permission of Psychology Todav magazine.

511



512  Maintaining Race, Class, and Gender Hierarchies: Social Control

treating those whom they regard as physically attractive and those whom they con-
sider physically unattractive, and that these differences tend to bring out precisely
those kinds of behavior that fit with stereotypes about attractiveness.

In an experiment that | conducted with my colleagues Elizabeth Decker Tankc
and Ellen Berscheid, pairs of college-age men and women met and became ac-
quainted in telephone conversations. Before the conversations began, each man re-
ceived a Polaroid snapshot, presumably taken just moments before, of the woman
he would soon meet. The photograph, which had actually been prepared before the
experiment began, showed either a physically attractive woman or a physically unat-
tractive one. By randomly choosing which picture to use for each conversation, we
insured that there was no consistent relationship between the attractiveness of the
woman in the picture and the attractiveness of the woman in the conversation.

By questioning the men, we learned that even before the conversations began,
stereotypes about physical attractiveness came into play. Men who looked forward
to talking with physically attractive women said that they expected to meet decid-
edly sociable, poised, humorous, and socially adept people, while men who
thought that they were about to get acquainted with unattractive women fashioned
images of rather unsociable, awkward, serious, and socially inept creatures.
Moreover, the men proved to have very different styles of getting acquainted with
women whom they thought to be attractive and those whom they believed to be
unattractive. Shown a photograph of an attractive woman, they behaved with
warmth, friendliness, humor, and animation. However, when the woman in the
picture was unattractive, the men were cold, uninteresting, and reserved.

These differences in the men's behavior elicited behavior in the women that
was consistent with the men's stereotyped assumptions. Women who were believed
(unbeknown to them) to be physically attractive behaved in afriendly, likeable, and
sociable manner. In sharp contrast, women who were perceived as physically unat-
tractive adopted a cool, aloof, and distant manner. So striking were the differences
in the women's behavior that they could be discerned simply by listening to tape
recordings of the woman's side of the conversations. Clearly, by acting upon their
stereotyped beliefs about the women whom they would be meeting, the men had
initiated a chain of events that produced behavioral confirmation for their beliefs.

Similarly, Susan Anderson and Sandra Bern have shown in an experiment at
Stanford University that when the tables are turned—when it is women who have
pictures of men they are to meet on the telephone—many women treat the men
according to their presumed physical attractiveness, and by so doing encourage the
men to confirm their stereotypes. Little wonder, then, that so many people remain
convinced that good looks and appealing personalities go hand in hand.

Sex and Race

It is experiments such as these that point to a frequently unnoticed power of stereo-
types: the power to influence social relationships in ways that create the illusion of
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reality. In one stud}', Berna Skrypnek and | arranged for pairs of previously unac-
quainted students to interact in a situation that permitted us to control the infor-
mation that each one received about the apparent sex of the other. The two people
were seated in separate rooms so that they could neither see nor hear each other.
Using a system of signal lights that they operated with switches, they negotiated a
division of labor, deciding which member of the pair would perform each of sev-
eral tasks that differed in sex-role connotations. The tasks varied along the dimen-
sions of masculinity and femininity: sharpen a hunting knife (masculine), polish a
pair of shoes (neutral), ironashirt (feminine).

One member of the team was led to believe that the other was. in one condi-
tion of the experiment, male; in the other, female. As we had predicted, the first
member's belief about the sex of the partner influenced the outcome of the pair's
negotiations. Women whaose partners believed them to be men generally chose
stereotypically masculine tasks; in contrast, women whose partners believed that
they were women usually chose sterectypically feminine tasks. The experiment
thus suggests that much sex-role behavior may be the product of other people's
stereotyped and often erroneous beliefs.

In a related study at the University of Waterloo, Carl von Baeyer, Debbie
Sherk. and Mark Zanna have shown how stereotypes about sex roles operate in job
interviews. The researchers arranged to have men conduct simulated job inter-
views with women supposedly seeking positions as research assistants. The investi-
gators informed half of the women that the men who would interview them held
traditional views about the ideal woman, believing her to be very emotional, defer-
ential to her husband, home-oriented, and passive. The rest of the women were
told that their interviewer saw the ideal woman as independent, competitive, ambi-
tious, and dominant. When the women arrived for their interviews, the researchers
noticed that most of them had dressed to meet the stereotyped expectations of their
prospective interviewers. Women who expected to see a traditional interviewer had
chosen very feminine-looking makeup, clothes, and accessories. During the inter-
views (videotaped through a one-way mirror) these women behaved in traditionally
feminine ways and gave traditionally feminine answers to questions such as "Do
you have plans to include children and marriage with your career plans?"

Once more, then, we see the self-fulfilling nature of stereotypes. Many sex dif-
ferences, it appears, may result from the images that people create in their at-
tempts to act out accepted sex roles. The implication is that if stereotyped
expectations about sex roles shift, behavior may change, too. In fact, statements by
people who have undergone sex-change operations have highlighted the power of
such expectations in easing adjustment to a new life. Asthe writer Jan Morris said
in recounting the story of her transition from James to Jan: "The more | was
treated as a woman, the more woman | became."

The power of stereotypes to cause people to confirm stereotyped expectations
can also be seen in interracial relationships. In the first of two investigations done
at Princeton University by Carl Word, Mark Zanna, and Joel Cooper, white under-
graduates interviewed both white and black job applicants. The applicants were
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actually confederates of the experimenters, trained to behave consistently from in-
terview to interview, no matter how the interviewers acted toward them.

To find out whether or not the white interviewers would behave differently to-
ward white and black job applicants, the researchers secretly videotaped each in-
terview and then studied the tapes. From these, it was apparent that there were
substantial differences in the treatment accorded blacks and whites. For one thing,
the interviewers' speech deteriorated when they talked to blacks, displaying more
errors in grammar and pronunciation. For another, the interviewers spent less time
with blacks than with whites and showed less "immediacy," as the researchers
caled it, in their manner. That is, they were less friendly, less outgoing, and more
reserved with blacks.

In the second investigation, white confederates were trained to approximate
the immediate or the nonimmediate interview styles that had been observed in the
first investigation as they interviewed white job applicants. A panel of judges who
evaluated the tapes agreed that applicants subjected to the nonimmediate styles
performed less adequately and were more nervous than job applicants treated in
the immediate style. Apparently, then, the blacks in the first study did not have a
chance to display their qualifications to the best advantage. Considered together,
the two investigations suggest that in interracial encounters, racial stereotypes may
constrain behavior in ways to cause both blacks and whites to behave in accor-
dance with those stereotypes.

Rewriting Biography

Having adopted stereotyped ways of thinking about another person, people tend to
notice and remember the ways in which that person seems to fit the stereotype,
while resisting evidence that contradicts the stereotype. In one investigation that |
conducted with Seymour Uranowitz, student subjects read a biography of a ficti-
tious woman named Beth' K. We constructed the story of her life so that it would
fit the stereotyped images of both leshians and heterosexuals. Betty, we wrote,
never had a steady boyfriend in high school, but did go out on dates. And although
we gave her a steady boyfriend in college, we specified that he was more of a close
friend than anything else. A week after we had distributed this biography, we gave
our subjects some new information about Betty. We told some students that she
was now living with another woman in a lesbian relationship; we told others that
she was living with her husband.

To see what impact stereotypes about sexuality would have on how people re-
membered the facts of Betty's life, we asked each student to answer a series of ques-
tions about her life history. When we examined their answers, we found that the
students had reconstructed the events of Betty's past in ways that supported their
own stereotyped beliefs about her sexual orientation. Those who believed that Beth'
was a lesbian remembered that Betty had never had a steady boyfriend in high
school, but tended to neglect the fact that she had gone out on many dates in col-
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lege. Those who believed that Betty was now a heterosexua tended to remember
that she had formed a steady relationship with a man in college, but tended to ig-
nore the fact that this relationship was more of a friendship than a romance.

The students showed not only selective memories but aso a striking facility for
interpreting what they remembered in ways that added fresh support for their
stereotypes. One student who accurately remembered that a supposedly leshian
Beth' never had a steady boyfriend in high school confidently pointed to the fact as
an early sign of her lack of romantic or sexual interest in men. A student who cor-
rectly remembered that a purportedly lesbian Betty often went out on dates in col-
lege was sure that these dates were signs of Betty's early attempts to mask her
leshianinterests.

Clearly, the students had allowed their preconceptions about lesbians and het-
erosexuals to dictate the way in which they interpreted and reinterpreted the facts
of Betty's life. As long as stereotypes make it easy to bring to mind evidence that
supports them and difficult to bring to mind evidence that undermines them, peo-
plewill cling to erroneous beliefs.

Stereotypes in the Classroom and Work Place

The power of one person's beliefs to make other people conform to them has been
well demonstrated in real life. Back in the 1960s, as most people well remember,
Harvard psychologist Robert Rosenthal and his colleague Lenore Jacobson entered
elementary-school classrooms and identified one out of ever)' five pupils in each
room as a child who could be expected to show dramatic improvement in intellec-
tual achievement during the school year. What the teachers did not know was that
the children had been chosen on a random basis. Nevertheless, something hap-
pened in the relationships between teachers and their supposedly gifted pupils that
led the children to make clear gains in test performance.

It can also do so on the job. Albert King, now a professor of management at
Northern Illinois University, told awelding instructor in a vocational training cen-
ter that five men in his training program had unusually high aptitude. Although
these five had been chosen at random and knew nothing of their designation as
high-aptitude workers, they showed substantial changes in performance. They
were absent less often than were other workers, learned the basics of the welder's
trade in about half the usual time, and scored a full 10 points higher than other
trainees on a welding test. Their gains were noticed not only by the researcher and
by the welding instructor, but also by other trainees, who singled out the five as
their preferred coworkers.

Might not other expectations influence the relationships between supervisors
and workers? For example, supervisors who believe that men are better suited to
some jobs and women to others may treat their workers (wittingly or unwittingly)
in ways that encourage them to perform their jobs in accordance with stereo-
types about differences between men and women. These same stereotypes may
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determine who gets which job in the first place. Perhaps some personnel managers
allow stereotypes to influence, subtly or not so subtly, the way in which they inter-
view job candidates, making it likely that candidates who fit the stereotypes show
up better than job-seekers who do not fit them.

Unfortunately, problems of this kind are compounded by the fact that mem-
bers of stigmatized groups often subscribe to stereotypes about themselves. That is
what Amerigo Farina and his colleagues at the University of Connecticut found
when they measured the impact upon mental patients of believing that others
knew their psychiatric history. In Farinas study, each mental patient cooperated
with another person in a game requiring teamwork. Half of the patients believed
that their partners knew they were patients, the other half believed that their part-
ners thought they were nonpatients. In reality, the nonpatients never knew a thing
about anyone's psychiatric history. Nevertheless, simply believing that others were
aware of their history led the patients to feel less appreciated, to find the task more
difficult, and to perform poorly. In addition, objective observers saw them as more
tense, more anxious, and more poorly adjusted than patients who believed that
their status was not known. Seemingly, the belief that others perceived them as
stigmatized caused them to play the role of stigmatized patients.

Consequences for Society

Apparently, good will and education are not sufficient to subvert the power of
stereotypes. If people treat others in such a way as to bring out behavior that sup-
ports stereotypes, they may never have an opportunity to discover which of their
stereotypes are wrong.

| suspect that even if people were to develop doubts about the accuracy of their
stereotypes, chances are they would proceed to test them by gathering precisely the
evidence that would appear to confirm them.

The experiments | have described help to explain the persistence of stereo-
types. But, asis so often the case, solving one puzzle only creates another. If by act-
ing as if false stereotypes were true, people lead others, too, to act as if the}' were
true, why do the stereotypes not come to be true? Why, for example, have re-
searchers found so little evidence that attractive people are generally friendly, so-
ciable, and outgoing and that unattractive people are generally shy and aloof?

| think that the explanation goes something like this: Very few among us have
the kind of looks that virtually everyone considers either very attractive or very un-
attractive. Our looks make us rather attractive to some people but somewhat less at-
tractive to other people. When we spend time with those who find us attractive,
they will tend to bring out our more sociable sides, but when we are with those
who find us less attractive, they will bring out our less sociable sides. Although our
actual physical appearance does not change, we present ourselves quite differently
to our admirers and to our detractors. For our admirers we become attractive peo-
ple, and for our detractors we become unattractive. This mixed pattern of behavior
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will prevent the development of any consistent relationship between physical at-
tractivenessand personality.

Now that | understand some of the powerful forces that work to perpetuate so-
cial stereotypes, | can see a new mission for my research. | hope, on the one hand,
to find out how to help people see the flaws in their stereotypes. On the other
hand, | would like to help the victims of false stereotypes find ways of liberating
themselves from the constraints imposed on them by other members of society.



