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v ABSTRACT . C
The effect of stereotypes can be.diluted by the

- presentatzon of additional facts about the target perscn. This | :
dilytion can be accomplished by the preseptation of facts about’ the
. target person and by presenting no facts but simply inducing the
" subject to 1na91ne or make guesses about the target person. A feature
satching model is used to interpret the results. This model explains
that, both the irrelevant .facts and imaginatien made the target appear
less similar to a- stereotyped person, or prototype. Thinking that the
target did not fit some stereotype, subjects werelunuilling to nake
extreme predictions. .(Author/BN)
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'

The research I am reporting deals with the nature and accuracy of in-

tuitive predictions we make about other peoplé% These predictions are impor—

I

tant because they influénce our own behavior as well as the behavior of those

-

- around us. But how do we predict what others will do and what they are like-—'_

what ‘strategies do we use and what are the .strengths and weaknesses of these

. 3 : . .
strategies? To answer these questions, most psychologists have relied on a
: i " A

single approach characterized by the followipg paradigm. .Sdbjects are given

"information about-a target person that subjects believe to be diagnostic of
. , 8

*

some outcome, e.g., a behavior or_ a trait. Subjects'are then asked to predict

twhether the target person will perform the behavior or the degree to which .

A

" the target)possesses ‘the trait. Thus for example, Bubjects are‘told a person

dis-a white, southern policeman andasked to .predict howabigoted the person ,77

is; or subjects are told a target person is German and asked to predict that

f - ‘ .

person's efficiency. .

3

‘Research of. this sort indigates that we often make extreme, stereotype

based predictions when we are ,given diagnostdic information. For example,

-

I tell you that a person 4s white, a policeman, and lives in the. south; you ’

‘use a cultural stereotype and predict that he is very bigoted I tell you

N

that a!person is German; you use a national stereotype and predict that he
s . - . L

is‘efficieng and industrious. WQ make predictions such as these as if the .

relationship between the diagnostic information and the outcome is much

-

stronger than even we believe it to be; that is, our predictions are nonregressive.

L4 . ]

. ' ’
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about another!individual we have available.many fact about that ‘ rson’whichf‘ s~

A RIS L e - r-»:*-t? e ~
LT e e g

are totally unrelated to the behavior or trait we are aEtempting to predict.,E*TJf“

Thus, we usually know more about a\person than the.fpct that_he is a white ’ K N

. N , ! <r"

policeman from the south or,that he\is German. While some of these additipnal

Y

facts might be related to the behavior 0m>trait we are predicting, most’ are

- ’

N . totally unrelated to the outcome. Since previous fesearch has dealt with only
il diagnostic information, it tells. us nothing about How people combine diagnostic
',‘ and nondiagnostic infozmatlon in informationally richnprediction tasks.

o . @

It might be anticipated that nondiagnostic information might increase the .

extremity of predictions. That is, people might render any number of facts
/'7 -~

Lo to be consistent with the1r stereo;ypes with the resulb that they&view the new

,facts as "confirming" 1nitial stereotype based predlctions.--Surprizingly,,
. - . ‘ M > N
! our‘research (and research by Nisbett & Zukier, l977)lshows that this' is not

3

t v

the case. . e A
A R . * -

The startingvpoint of our research was” Amos TVersky s (1977) recent

» “analysis of the nature of s1m1larity judgments. Tversky states that thn

people predict whether a target possesses some trait or Lill performasome

behavior, they are essentially assessing the-degree.to which the targetlinfpr-

T
-

mation is’representative of, or similar to, the outcome. .TFo assess.this - -
. . . . N

similarity, people perform a feature matchiﬁg analysis; that is, they compare

«

the features of the target information with the features of~the‘putcome.

-~

The target is judged to be similar or representative of the, outcome to the

€

. extent that there are many features common to both the target and the outcome

and there are few features that are unique and noncommon. To put this &nother
) ’ (

way, similarity is a positive function of common features and a'negative

-

Yp¥




' sdholars are shy, s‘hor"t"'of’_ stature—‘-and“enjoy- ~poetry;--- 'Iihe earget is humorl.,,_

. math~ability.). On the'other hand; nondiagnostic information is not common

'to_target and outcomej it charatterizes the target but does not characterize

‘academic_major, they did in fact make extreme di! atial predictions.

e L co THe{dilutidﬁsof'stereotypes,
el GO ’ - e - _— B A

E .o T ook g - el s
function of nancommon orﬂunique féatures.‘ According to this view,‘diagnostic
information‘is commdn to both target and outcome and increases their similarity.

& .
(E ey the target is shy, shorf of stature;‘ and. enjoys poetry, most Chinese »
.vc_:.r»,,‘..._‘ it ’

T =’!_~—:.=-1—;

less and has a high math ability,'most engineers are humorless -and have high

/

the outcome. If'noncammon features reduce similarity, then the\presence'of
. . . > '

nondiagnostic informatlon should reduce the extremity of predictions based -

N\

on diagnosfic information. S an effect would be non-normative because_

— ' W . e

,nondiagnoStic information i y definition informatioﬁ that is irrelevantfto,

predictions and shouyld not effect pxedlctions at all. 'However, suchga

y

'"dilution effect," if obtained, would produce predictions that would be less

1 . I3 \d
)
] )
9

extreme and would appean to be less stereotyped. ',f k "» . , 1
I METHqD AND RESULTS A

To assess the effects nondiagnostic informatlon have on people s predic— v

tidns, we conducted an experiment in whic“ subjects read descriptions of three -

- )
5

diffqrent psychological studies and then ‘predicted the performance of under— ‘ ;"

s

graduate males in each of the studies. One study subjects made predictions |

x .

.

"for was a survey of movie attendance In describing the undergraduates in

this study, wegtook advantage of college stereotypes concerning the chanacter— /

istics and behav1or of students majoring in particular fields. We ant ipated l
N . - , .

that subjéctsjfuld predict that undergraduates major1ng in’the humanities

wouldlsee more movies than undergYaduates ma?oring‘in the sciences~7the

stereotypes suggested‘that humanity and science majors would behave differently

in this study. When>ﬁffgave“subjects only thin "diagnnfrJ 'v"fhatio ,f .

Rl
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Subjects predicted that humanity majors paw over two. and one-half times as

1 . ‘. L o N
many movieq as science majors saw. . - ‘ : g e

- i
. . . , . R
' ’ ' ‘e - ’ N

.'".However, if subjects.were given a substantial amount’ of irrelevant,
~

e nondiagnostic info*mation such as target s hometown, religious background,

B T S e e
= : g

'

R e NI TR

etc., they made: much "less extreme predictions. While_subjects ‘given onIy e e

diagnostic information predicted humanity majors saw 11 more movies than ~

science majors, subjects given both diagnostic and nondiagnostic information -

predicted that humanity majors saw only 4 more movies than science majors.

e

J . ‘ This pattern was also apparent in subjects predictions for the other two

e

[N

studies--a study of creativity and a study of general knoﬁledge. When subjects iy
. T A ) ' . '

were given only the academic majoR\of undergraduates ‘in the creativity and

general kngwledge studies, they made extreme'differential predictions based

, on stereotypes. However, when subjects were also given nondiagnostic‘infor—v
e . . . ' {

. "', -. " mation, sthey make less extreme predictions; the stereotypes'weré diluted.

Y

To'test the significance of this "dilution effect," we pooled subjects;-

- estimates for the movie, creativity, and knowiedge studies. Doing ‘this,
we found that.the overall reduction'in the extremity of‘predictions was
highly significanﬁ (t = 2.633 df = 144, P < .005).

To summarize these résults, we found that" when subjects were given
- e ) ! N ! .
only stereotypic, diagnostic informatknrﬁmout male.undergraduates in psycholo-

S

gical studjes, they make extreme‘differential.predigtions. However, whep

they were alsc;given dondiagnostic information these stereotype based predic-

‘
3

- tions were "diluted" and they became significantly less extreme. JOur inter;

pretation of this finding is that the addition of nondiagnostic 1nformation

made nbncommon features about the target salient; Since_similarity is inverSely

related to the number of noncommon features, the similarity between target

. and outcomé was reduced and it was this reduction in similarity that producedp
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. the "dilution effect." - . . @ﬁaﬁ;
. To further demonstrate thfs phenomenon and to increase 1its generality,.

Cowe decided to manipulate»the'salience of noncommon features of the target.
T -
with a very. differeht}experimental procedure.

- . N . . p)
o~ .

e s e e e ) . 7 One procedure which occurred to us was to

ey [ .
. FR

SRRl et g ey md ree

: megely instruct subjects to explicitly imagine or guess what the targetsr
- \ -
were like on @imensions that-we anticipated would!be irrelevant to the pre—

dicted outcome. The intriguing aspect of this manipulgtion is that subjects
were given no additional information;. subjects merely guessed what_the addi- Lok

+

tional infoémation might be. Thus, subjects who*read the descriptien of the

movie attendance survey were told that one undergraduate in the study wasla
science major. Before they predicted how many vaies this person saw, we

- . [ J
instructed the subjects to exp11c1t1y guess the target's pometown, re11giQus

aff111at1on, mother's occupation, etc. That 1is, we asked bur subjects to
. \ , - b
guess what the target was like on dimensionssunrelated'to movie attendance. v

'After.they made these estimates, subjects predicted how many movies the
. . - . 2 . . L
sciencetmajor saw. Subjects then made similar predictions for a fecond target,
/ o ' . : P . \
a humanities major. . .

-

Surpr1zing1y, the basic d11ut1on effect was rep1icated in this condition.

Compared to control subjects, subJects making explicit estimates about what .o

the targets were like made less extreme predictions of movie a‘ -ndance. This

dilution effect_occurred in -subjects'. predictions.for each of the three studies '
. ) -

--movie ‘attendance, creativity, and general knowledge. When we pooled subjects’
) . - ! /

estimates for these three studies, the overall dilution effect wad statisti-

! "

cally. significant (t = 1.520. df = 144, p < .07). .
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The pf%sent results indicate that nondiagnostic infdrmation——whether

it is provided‘by the exper enter 163 3 whether it’ is. provided by the subjects

themselves--serves to dilu e the extremity of stereotype baSed predictions.

.

The most parsimonious interpretation of tbis phenomenon relies on Tversky s

- . .

theorithg'about intuitive predictions. As you reca11 Tversky states hat

- . Y PR

}
people make predictions by judging the similarity of the target information

-

-t . .

to the predicted outcome. This similarity is best desq;ibed as a ratio of

PA . -

common to npncommon features. TherefoRe, it follows that any manipulation

that makes features of the target salient which are irrelevant to the outcome

.
o

" will reduce this similarity and hence the, extremity of predictions. N

Regardless.of~the hature of the- dilution effect howeyer, it is clearly

- - e

not justifi%d on normative grounds. Since nondiagnostic information is by,
definition information which is irrelevant to predictions,.it should have

no effect whatsdever. . These results show that this is not,the case.

, *
L3 T as

These results provide-us grounds for cautious optimism about the accu-—

racy of predictions .we make about the behavior and traits of another person. -

Previous research showed that our predictions based ogly>on diaghoStic infor- '

3 . N , . . : -
mation are influenced by our stereotype! and are apt to be extreme and inac-

curate. This dangerous tendency migst be counteracted by another erroneous
oL .

effect of our stereotypes in the presenCe

but benign tendency which dilutes the

“of seemingly irrelevant facts or non—information-about that person. ..

v
P

. : .. .
kS : 7 L
- .
. . .

The dilution of stereotypes
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‘model explains that both the irrelevant facts aﬁj, e‘imagZEatiqn

" “make extreme predictions ab0ut him or her.

L]
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ABSTRACT"

&

simple representativeness criteria in social ference and judgment.'
L4

o> ¥ .

- An experimentIis reported dealing.with t:z use of stereotypes or

4 The experiment demonstrated that the é%fect of stereotypes‘uan, to a 7.

consideraBle degree, be "diluted" by the presentation of additional facts
-«

.

can be accomplished (a) by the presentation'ofvfacts.about the target

-

.

person that are manifestly irrelevant to both the stereotype and the

»

predicted behavior and (b);by presenting no additiona1 facts but simply
. ¢

inducing the subject to imagine or make guesses abOut the target person.'

Such® a phenomenon obviously posesAproblems for any purely ratienal
s

andflogical model o£ human judgment and prediction. Instead 4 fedture-

matchirg model (Tversky, 1977) is used to interpret the resu1ts. This

-

- . #
instructions made cognitively salient or "available"'cértain features

,

: . ’
of the target person that, in turn, made the target appear less similar

,.( @ "

.
(3

to or representative of a "stereotyped" person 6r prototype. Thinking

» o

‘that the target did not fit some stereotype subjectg.neré unWilling to

—

v +

about the target person. Most surprising is the fin\}ng/;hat such dilution

J'-.
./ The dilution of steréotYpés .
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