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Abstract

We propose and test two alternative hypotheses bearing on the dual roles of group variability and typicality when people form

impressions of single category members. The latitude of acceptance hypothesis suggests that a wider range of individual group

members are likely to be seen as good-fitting members (i.e., typical) if the group is heterogeneous, thereby increasing the extent to

which stereotypical attitudes are used as a basis for responding to these persons. In contrast, the typicality-functionality hypothesis

suggests that typicality plays different roles depending on group variability. This view suggests that typicality plays the ‘‘gatekeeper

function’’ as postulated by Fiske and Neuberg (1990) when the group is homogeneous, but not when it is heterogeneous. Across two

studies, stronger support was found for the typicality-functionality hypothesis. Implications for the extant literature on category-

based processing are discussed.

� 2004 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Social psychologists have generated an impressive

amount of research on perceived group variability over

the past 20 years (see Linville, 1999 for a review). Nev-
ertheless, this literature has mainly focused on the an-

tecedents, rather than the consequences, of group

variability. Hence, more is known about the factors that

determine whether a group is seen as heterogeneous vs.

homogeneous than about the difference that this factor

might make in driving behavior and judgment. This

state of affairs prompted Linville (1999) to observe that

researchers ‘‘have made only limited progress toward
learning the consequences of variability’’ (p. 448) and

that there is ‘‘more speculation than empirical fact’’ (p.

454) with respect to the effects of this factor on social

judgment. The overriding goal of this paper was to shed

more light on this surprisingly understudied issue.
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Research on the ‘‘gatekeeper’’ function of typicality

Psychologists have long recognized that people�s ste-
reotypic expectations about social categories (e.g.,

Blacks, elderly people, college professors) can have a

powerful effect on people�s impressions of single group

members (Allport, 1954; Lippman, 1922). Nevertheless,

stereotype-based responses may not be inevitable given

that the person has been identified as a member of the

category (Kunda & Spencer, 2003). One well-researched

moderator of stereotype application is the typicality of
the target person, that is, the perceived ‘‘goodness of fit’’

to the category in question. According to Fiske and

Neuberg (1990; see also Brewer, 1988; Lord, Lepper, &

Mackie, 1984), typicality could be conceived as a kind of

‘‘gatekeeper,’’ moderating the degree to which category-

based sentiments guide subsequent reactions to the tar-

get. For example, suppose that you judged a particular

individual to be a typical member of the group elderly

people. This research suggests that stereotypic precon-

ceptions about this group would be more likely to have a

positive, assimilative effect on your judgments of this
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person if he or she were perceived to a relatively typical,
rather than atypical, group member.

Given the importance of typicality in thesematters, this

begs the question of what factors might determine whe-

ther single group members are perceived to be relatively

typical or atypical in the first place. In the social psycho-

logical literature, nearly all of the focus has been on cen-

tral tendency: perceptions of what the average or

prototypic groupmember is like (Fiske&Neuberg, 1990).
In particular, typicality assessment is presumed to involve

a matching process between (a) the observed features of

the target with respect to one or more trait dimensions

(e.g., honesty) and (b) perceived central tendency of the

group along these dimensions. Nevertheless, research has

shown that people are sensitive to and store information

not only about the central tendency of categories, but

about group variability as well (Guinote, Judd, & Brauer,
2002; Lambert, 1995; Lambert, Barton, Lickel, & Wells,

1998; Lambert &Wyer, 1990; Linville, Fisher, & Salovey,

1989; Park&Hastie, 1987; Park&Rothbart, 1982; Ryan,

Judd, & Park, 1996).

Given that typicality is a known moderator of cate-

gory-based inferences, what is known about the dual

roles of typicality and group variability in these matters?

Surprisingly, very little. This could be due, in part, to
historical timing. In particular, those stereotyping

models that most explicitly address typicality (Brewer,

1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Lord, Lepper, & Mackie,

1984) appeared at a time when prototype-based models

of categorization still held sway in the social literature.

Hence, the extent to which group variability and

typicality might play interactive roles during the im-

pression-formation process, and their implications for
category-based inferences, is virtually unexplored.

One of the few studies to systematically investigate

the relation between group variability and typicality was

conducted by Lambert (1995). Because the present re-

search was designed, in part, to resolve some important

issues left unanswered by that study, we consider it in

some detail here. That study used an ‘‘artificial group’’

paradigm similar to that used by Park and Hastie (1987;
see also Manis, Paskewitz, & Cotler, 1986). Participants

were presented with information about the performance

of 50 members of a fictional group on a test of spatial

skills. Participants were presented in sequential (i.e.,

one-by-one) fashion the first name of the group member

along with their score on the spatial skills test (e.g., Bob:

6). The actual variability of these scores varied across

condition such that they were either extremely low
(homogeneous) or high (heterogeneous). Afterwards,

participants then made judgments about the average

cognitive abilities of the group. Although central ten-

dency was actually identical in all cases, there was sub-

stantial variability in these judgments. This measure

thus captured individual differences in participants� be-
liefs about the group (i.e., the ‘‘group stereotype’’).
Participants were then presented with a counterbal-
anced array of six ‘‘new’’ group members whose per-

formance on the test of spatial skills varied in terms of

whether they were slightly, moderately, or extremely

discrepant from central tendency. Participants made two

types of judgments of these individuals (again, coun-

terbalanced for order). In one block, participants judged

the typicality of all six new group members by pressing

one of two keys, one marked typical and the other
marked atypical. The latency of response (RTs) as well

as the actual judgment rendered was recorded. (We shall

consider these data in more detail presently.) In a second

block, participants judged the same six targets, this time

rating each person with respect to the continuous di-

mensions of (a) overall perceptual motor skills, (b)

overall cognitive skills, and (c) general intelligence. Each

of these three ratings was made along a scale ranging
from 0 to 10.

Although this design is undeniably artificial in several

respects, it permits analyses that are roughly analogous

to previous research on category-based inferences (cf.

Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). In particular, it allows inves-

tigations of the correspondence between group stereo-

types and judgments of single group members,

operationalized here as the correlation between (a)
participants� overall judgments of the group with (b)

their judgments of each of the six new group exemplars,

based on an average rating of the person�s motor skills,

cognitive skills, and intelligence. Overall, results showed

modest assimilation effects (cf. Manis, Paskewitz, &

Cotler, 1986). The more participants believed the group

to be cognitively skilled, the higher they rated the cog-

nitive skills of any given group member, and vice versa.
However—and more important for present purposes—

typicality moderated these assimilative effects in the

manner postulated by Fiske and Neuberg (1990), but

only when the group was homogeneous. In that case,

assimilation occurred when the target�s score was near

the group average, but not when it was moderately or

extremely discrepant from it. When the group was het-

erogeneous, however, assimilative effects occurred re-

gardless of the discrepancy of the target�s features from
the group mean.
Two alternative models of typicality and group variability

The results of Lambert (1995) were provocative, be-

cause they suggested that group variability and typi-
cality could interact in important ways to influence

when and how people use category-based knowledge

when responding to single group members. This possi-

bility is important to consider because some very influ-

ential and widely accepted models of category-based

inferences (Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990) are

completely silent on the interactive roles of these factors.
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However, one major weakness of the Lambert (1995)
investigation is that it was unable to distinguish between

two competing hypotheses, each of which offers a dif-

ferent interpretation of precisely how group variability

and typicality play dual moderating roles. We briefly

review those hypotheses below.

Latitude of acceptance hypothesis

In many cases, central tendency of the group—con-

ceptions of what the ‘‘average’’ group member should be

like—should be the strongest determinant of perceived

typicality. As will be seen later this was, in fact, the case in

both of the studies reported in this paper. Nevertheless,

group variability could conceivably play a role as well.

Although few studies have directly investigated the effects

of group variability on typicality, at least one investiga-
tion suggests that single groupmembers aremore likely to

be regarded as relatively typical if the group is heteroge-

neous (Park & Hastie, 1987). This notion makes some

intuitive sense. To the extent that heterogeneous catego-

ries have a greater frequency of stored exemplars in the

tails of the distribution, this would make it more likely

that discrepant group members (i.e., persons whose at-

tributes are in the upper or lower distribution of known
group members along a given dimension) would be in-

cluded within the stored representation of the group.

Consistent with this ‘‘latitude of acceptance’’ perspective,

Lambert (1995) found some evidence, albeit small in

magnitude, that participants regarded themoderately and

extremely discrepant exemplars as more typical if the

group was heterogeneous than if it was not. This provides

one fairly simple interpretation of the correlational results
described above. If people are indeed more likely to

mentally include discrepant exemplars as part of hetero-

geneous categories, thiswouldmake itmore likely that the

group stereotype would be seen as relevant to judgments

of such exemplars. This, in turn, would increase the extent

to which the group stereotype would have an assimilative

effect across a wider range of known group members.1
1 Our use of the term ‘‘latitude of acceptance’’ here bears only loose

correspondence to how it is used in a well-known model of assimilation

and contrast by Sherif and Hovland (1961). Sherif and Hovland (1961)

postulated that when people are asked to judge where a particular

attitudinal statement falls along the pro–anti continuum, these judg-

ments are assimilated to one�s own attitude when it is sufficiently

similar to it (i.e., falls within the latitude of acceptance). However, we

use this term to refer to the effects of perceived group variability on

perceived typicality of single group members, and the consequences of

such judgments for the application and use of group attitudes. Hence,

although our framework, like that of the Sherif and Hovland model,

has general implications of assimilative effects in social judgment, the

specific considerations involved in such effects are rather different. [For

a discussion of some unresolved issues associated with the Sherif and

Hovland (1961) model of assimilation, see Lambert and Wedell

(1991).]
Typicality-functionality hypothesis

Rather than affecting whether a particular exemplar

is judged to be typical or atypical, group variability

could affect whether typicality is actually used as an

important cue during the impression-formation process.

To preview the line of reasoning presented below, this

hypothesis suggests that typicality plays the gatekeeper

role assigned to it by the Fiske and Neuberg (1990)
formulation, but only when the group is perceived to be

homogeneous. When the group is perceived to be het-

erogeneous, however, typicality is less likely to play this

kind of gatekeeper role. In this latter case, category-

based knowledge (e.g., the group stereotype) is used as a

basis for responding to the target, regardless of whether

his features are considered to be typical or not. Note

that this hypothesis represents a more significant de-
parture from the Fiske and Neuberg (1990) formulation

compared to the preceding hypothesis, insofar as typi-

cality is presumed to function in quite different ways,

depending on group variability.

Extant evidence for the ‘‘typicality-functionality’’

hypothesis

The preceding line of reasoning can be framed more
formally in terms of an empirically testable proposition:

Perceivers who view the category in relatively homoge-

neous terms should be more likely to spontaneously

consider the typicality of a single group member to be an

important/meaningful cue compared to perceivers who

view the category as more heterogeneous. One way to test

this hypothesis is through a RT (reaction-time) method-

ology in which one measures the amount of time required
to assess typicality. Our framework suggests that such

assessments should be faster if the group is homogeneous

than if it is not. Recall that Lambert (1995) found that

group variability affected whether individual exemplars

were judged as typical or atypical. Importantly, andmore

relevant for this model, this study also found that par-

ticipantswere faster to render these typicality ratings if the

group was homogeneous than if it was not. One plausible
explanation for this finding is that participants may have

been more likely to have spontaneously assessed typical-

ity (and/or considered it to be more important) in the

former compared to the latter case.

Several other studies have provided additional support

for this line of reasoning. Moreover, this evidence has

arisen in a number of different types of paradigms, all of

which were quite different from the Lambert (1995) ex-
periment, suggesting that that the impact of group vari-

ability on typicality function is fairly generalizable (i.e.,

not idiosyncratic to one experimental design). In a study

by Verplanken, Jetten, and van Knippenberg (1996; see

also Vonk & van Knippenberg, 1995), for example, re-

searchers showed that participants devoted more atten-

tion (measured in terms of reading times) to atypical



Fig. 1. Summary of predictions arising from the typicality-function-

ality hypothesis.
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compared to typical information, but this was only true

when the category was homogeneous. When the group

was heterogeneous, typicality did not moderate reading

times in any manner whatsoever, suggesting either that
participants did not assess the typicality of the informa-

tion in the first place or, alternatively, simply considered it

to be an unimportant feature. Along these same lines,

Bardach and Park (1996) showed that people have better

memory for stereotype-inconsistent compared to stereo-

type-consistent information but, again, this was only true

when the group was homogeneous. Taken together, this

suggests that ‘‘deviations from expectations,’’ including
perceptions of target typicality, looms larger when the

category is homogeneous.

This view suggests, therefore, an important qualifica-

tion on existing models of category-based processing that

postulate the ‘‘gatekeeper’’ role of typicality (Brewer,

1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). In particular, it suggests

that typicality plays this kind of role when the group is

perceived as homogeneous, but not when it is heteroge-
neous. In the latter case, people should be more likely to

use/apply their personal evaluation of the group to the

target, regardless of typicality. Fig. 1 provides a relatively

simple, descriptive summary of this hypothesis.

Summary

In the preceding section, we considered two hypoth-

eses, each of which make different assumptions regard-
ing the interactive roles of group variability and
typicality. The latitude of acceptance hypothesis stresses

the impact of group variability on judged typicality,

whereas the typicality-functionality hypothesis focuses

more on the function of typicality. We will review the

more specific predictions that flow out of each hypoth-

esis presently,

Despite the differences between these hypotheses, the

observant reader may have already noted that they both
lead to a rather counterintuitive implication. In particu-

lar, both suggest that higher levels of group variability

should lead to more widespread use/application of the

group stereotype across a wide range of different kinds of

group members. At first blush, this seems at odds with a

more intuitive view of group variability, which suggests

that higher levels of perceived variability might be asso-

ciated with ‘‘weaker’’ stereotyping effects compared to
cases in which the group is perceived in homogeneous

terms. In other words, when considering the potential

impact of category-based knowledge on social judgment,

one might expect this impact to be less pervasive if the

group is perceived as heterogeneous than if it is not.

Relatedly, one might suppose that people would be

less confident in their overall expectations about the

group if its members were perceived to be heterogeneous
in their attributes than if they were not. In fact, some of

our own past work (Lambert et al., 1998) as well as

previous research (Dijksterhuis & van Knippenberg,

1999; Ryan et al., 1996) provides evidence for this no-

tion. Lambert et al. (1998) found that experimental

manipulation of group variability led participants to be

less confident in making assertions about the category if

its members were heterogeneous in their attributes. In a
second study, Lambert et al. (1998) also found that

participants were relatively slow to make assertions

about the category as a whole if its members were het-

erogeneous in their attributes (see also Dijksterhuis &

van Knippenberg, 1999). A conceptually similar finding

was reported by Ryan et al. (1996), who found a nega-

tive correlation between group variability and the con-

fidence with which participants made trait-based
judgments of single group members.

One of the goals of the present research was to show

that these two views of group variability are not at all

contradictory. Indeed, in Experiment 2, we report sup-

plemental data showing that these two consequences of

group variability—differential use of typicality and self-

reported confidence in beliefs about the category as a

whole—can be demonstrated within the same experi-
mental design.
Overview of the present research

Although the two experiments reported in this paper

differ in some important ways, both share some common
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elements. Both studies first had participants complete a
25-page mass-testing packet containing several different

types of questionnaires, most of which were unrelated to

present concerns. In the middle of the packet, we in-

cluded a general measure of participants� overall evalu-
ations of the elderly and, in addition, measures of

perceived group variability and central tendency with

respect to traits associated with this group. (After these

measures, participants spent the next 5–10min on un-
related tasks.) Next, in an ostensibly unrelated study,

participants were then asked to form an impression of a

single elderly individual on the basis of a one-page

written description of his individuating characteristics.

After presentation of this information, participants were

asked to express their general impressions of the target

and, following this, rated the extent to which the target�s
features were consistent with their expectations about
elderly people as a whole.

Predictions

In the paradigm described above, there are four

constructs that are relevant to our model: (a) partici-

pants� stereotypic evaluation of the group as a whole

(hereinafter, group attitudes); (b) perceived variability of
the group with respect to one or more stereotypic di-

mensions; (c) perceived typicality of the single group

member; and (d) overall impression of this individual. In

our analyses, we treat participants� overall impression of

the target as the criterion variable, and the other three

factors as predictors.

Consider first the latitude of acceptance hypothesis.

Critical to this hypothesis is that group variability in-
creases the extent to which targets with relatively rare/

infrequent features (e.g., a physically active elderly man)

are perceived as relatively typical. Beyond this effect on

judged typicality, however, there is nothing in this hy-

pothesis to suggest that group variability would affect

the function of typicality, in terms of how it might

moderate the relation between group attitudes and

judgments of the target. Hence, this hypothesis leads to
a prediction of a Group Attitudes�Typicality interac-

tion, independent of Group Variability. Another way of

framing this prediction is that typicality should moder-

ate the relation between stereotypic attitudes and judg-

ments of the target (i.e., the Group Attitude�Typicality

interaction), regardless of group variability.

The typicality-functionality hypothesis is different in

two important ways. First, the issue of whether group
variability affects judged typicality is largely irrelevant in

this case. In other words, this hypothesis certainly allows

for the fact that group variability could affect judged

typicality, but the presence (or absence) of this kind of

effect does not bear on its validity. More relevant to this

hypothesis is the idea that typicality should function in

different ways, depending on group variability. That is,
typicality should moderate the relation between group
attitudes and judgments of the target—strong assimila-

tion when typical, weak when atypical—but only when

the group is perceived as homogeneous. In contrast,

typicality should not act as a moderator when the group

is perceived as heterogeneous, producing assimilation

effects, regardless of how the target is judged. Statisti-

cally, this prediction corresponds to a three-way Group

Attitudes�Group Variability�Typicality interaction.
Study 1

Method

Participants

Participants included 193 undergraduates who either
received course credit or payment of $7 for their par-

ticipation. Of these participants, 78 were male and 94

were female; gender was not recorded for 21 partici-

pants. Separate analyses on the 172 participants for

whom gender was recorded revealed a pattern of results

that was very similar to the entire sample and none of

the analyses using this subset revealed any significant

effects of gender. Hence, the analyses to be reported
below are collapsed over this variable.

Measurement of group-related variables

Group attitudes. Group attitudes were measured on the

basis of participants� responses to a balanced 16-item

measure of individual differences in elderly attitudes

similar to that used by Lambert and Chasteen (1997).

We deliberately selected our items to capture a diverse
assortment of different factors relevant to people�s
overall feelings about the elderly (e.g., It is irritating to

have to listen to older people talk about the ‘good old

days’; It’s wrong to assume that senior citizens are wise

and should always be respected; Social security benefits

for the elderly need to be reduced; Young adults should

care for their parents when their parents get old; I think

that older people have a lot to contribute to society).

After reverse scoring anti-elderly items, a composite

measure of group attitudes (a¼ .78) was formed on the

basis of these items, such that higher numbers indicated

more favorable attitudes toward the group. Previous

work by Lambert and Chasteen (1997; Lambert, 1998)

has generated support for the construct and discrimi-

native validity of this measure, showing (for example)

that it is uncorrelated with other attitudinal measures
(e.g., attitudes towards Blacks) once shared overlap in

relevant ideology, such as political conservatism, is ac-

counted for.

Group variability and central tendency. Several pages

later in the packet, perceived group variability was as-
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sessed using a ‘‘frequency distribution’’ procedure (Judd
& Park, 1988; Lambert & Wyer, 1990; Wyer, 1973). In

this procedure, participants were provided with a single

trait construct along with an 11-point scale ranging from

not at all (0) to extremely (10). Participants were then

asked to estimate how many group members, out of 100,

they think would fall into each of the 11 scale categories

with respect to that trait dimension. Each participant�s
responses form a frequency distribution, from which a
variability (standard deviation) parameter can be com-

puted for each participant. In this study, participants

were given the trait ‘‘physically healthy’’ and were told

to complete this task with respect to their beliefs about

‘‘elderly persons.’’ (In order to make sure that partici-

pants knew what we meant by ‘‘healthy,’’ participants

were explicitly informed at the beginning of the task that

‘‘by healthy, we mean in good physical condition with-
out major illness or serious medical complications.’’)

Note that this methodology also permits assessment of

perceived central tendency with respect to the focal trait.

Central tendency could be considered analogous to a

type of ‘‘stereotypic index’’ of the group (i.e., capturing

one�s beliefs about the average group member) and, as

we discuss later, could also be used in a meaningful way

to predict people�s reactions toward a single group
member.

Target impression task

Target description. Participants were told that they

would be presented with some information about an

individual and that they should form the most accurate

impression that they could about this person. (At no

point during this experiment were participants told that
the study was about elderly people, nor were they in-

formed that we had some special interest in their atti-

tudes toward this group.) At the top of the next page of

the experimental packet, participants were provided

with some background information about the target,

including his name, home address, place of birth, gen-

der, race, and age. In all cases, the target was identified

as a white male who was 69 years of age. Importantly,
the target�s age was presented incidentally along with the

other information about him and participants were gi-

ven no special indications that they should either con-

sider or ignore this information while forming their

impressions. Below this background information ap-

peared a short vignette about the target that was de-

signed to convey that this individual was relatively

healthy and physically active (e.g., ‘‘As Jim headed for
his morning shower, he thought about the positive re-

sults from the physical he took yesterday. He was very

fortunate to be in such good health at his age. His fa-

vorite activities were playing tennis and jogging, but he

enjoyed many other events such as day trips to the na-

ture center, where he could hike along the trails.’’)
Target judgments. Following the target description,
participants were asked to indicate their overall reaction

to the target along a scale ranging from )5 (very unfa-

vorable) to +5 (very favorable) and were asked to indi-

cate how much they would look forward to actually

meeting him along a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very

much). On the next page of the packet, participants were

asked to rate the target with respect to 8 trait dimensions

along a scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 10 (ex-
tremely), including likeable, active, healthy, friendly,

wise, forgetful, intelligent, and frail. Given participants�
explicit goal of forming an overall impression of the

target, we anticipated and found that their responses to

the various target ratings would tend to be correlated

with one another, essentially yielding a general like-

ableness cluster. This was confirmed by principal com-

ponent analyses, the largest of which corresponded to a
main evaluative component on which almost all of the

items loaded highly (average loading¼ .65).2 One ex-

ception to this trend was the rating of ‘‘frail’’, which

yielded, compared to the other items, the lowest factor

loading (.34). Reliability analyses confirmed this fact, as

this item yielded the lowest corrected item-total corre-

lation amongst all the items used. Thus, in our primary

analyses we used as our main criterion variable an av-
erage of the remaining nine items (a¼ .83) as an index of

participants� overall impression of the target person.

(Analyses using all 10 items yielded a very similar, al-

though slightly weaker, pattern of results.)

Typicality ratings. On the next page of the experimental

packet, participants were asked to assess the perceived

typicality of the target by responding to the following
statement: ‘‘Sometimes we meet people whose behaviors

fit our expectations about the group to which they be-

long (are considered to be typical) but other times their

behaviors do not fit those expectations (are atypical).

Using the scale below, please indicate the extent to

which you consider John�s behaviors to be typical or

atypical to your general expectations about people the

same age as John.’’ Participants responded to this
question along a scale ranging from 0 to 10, with higher

numbers indicating greater perceived typicality. Fol-

lowing their completion of this measure, participants

were completely debriefed, thanked for their participa-

tion, and dismissed.

Results and discussion

Correlational analyses

Table 1 shows the zero-order correlations between the

relevant group parameters, namely, group attitudes,



Table 1

Correlation among category and target-person variables (Study 1;

N ¼ 193)

1 2 3 4 5

1. Group attitudes 1.0

2. Group variability .16� 1.0

3. Central tendency .12 .03 1.0

4. Overall target

judgment

.33�� .04 .04 1.0

5. Typicality .29�� .10 .38�� .00 1.0

* p < :05.
** p < :01.

Table 2

Correlation between group attitudes and overall judgments of target

person as a function of perceived group variability and perceived

typicality: Study 1 (N ¼ 193)

Perceived group variability

Heterogeneous Homogeneous

Perceived typicality Perceived typicality

High (n ¼ 48) Low (n ¼ 49) High (n ¼ 48) Low (n ¼ 48)

Mean typicality ratings

7.0

(SD ¼ 1:02)

3.84

(SD ¼ 1:13)

6.97

(SD ¼ :98)

3.25

(SD ¼ 1:09)

Correlations of group attitudes with composite target judgment

.43�� .39� .54��� ).01
* p < :05.
** p < :01.
*** p < :001.

714 A.J. Lambert et al. / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 40 (2004) 708–722
perceived variability/central tendency with respect to the

focal dimension of physical health, and the two classes

of judgments of the target (composite impression and

typicality). In this study, group attitudes were uncorre-

lated with central tendency, showing that overall liking

for the group was not correlated with the extent to

which the group was seen, on average, as relatively

healthy/unhealthy. Second, analyses showed a small but
reliable relation between group attitudes and perceived

group variability, indicating a tendency for the group to

be seen as more variable among participants who held

favorable attitudes toward the group. Finally, group

variability was uncorrelated with central tendency along

the focal dimension of health.

Turning now to judgments of the target, group atti-

tudes were significantly correlated with target judg-
ments. Thus, independent of other considerations, there

was a reliable relation between participants� feelings

about the group and their impressions of a single

member of it. Also, given that this person was described

in fairly positive and healthy terms, we expected and

found that the perceived typicality of the target would

be positively correlated both with group attitudes as well

as the perceived central tendency of the category along
the health dimension. This shows that participants who

tended to like elderly people, and expected them to be

relatively healthy, viewed our healthy target as more

typical. Importantly, typicality ratings were not corre-

lated with group variability. Thus, whatever conse-

quences of group variability to be reported below, they

cannot be attributed to differential ratings of typicality

as a function of group variability. This provided an
initial indication that the latitude of acceptance hy-

pothesis would turn out to be less viable than the typi-

cality-functionality hypothesis.

Aside from its relation to typicality, perceived central

tendency was not related to our measure of group atti-

tudes. Nor was it correlated with judgments of the tar-

get. These null findings could be due, in part, to the fact

that central tendency was based only on one numerical
index, derived from the distribution task performed on

the single trait physically healthy. This could limit the

usefulness of this measure as a tool to predict reactions

toward the target. Given the lack of relation between
this measure to group attitudes and judgments of the
target, we shall defer further consideration of this

measure until Study 2.

Regression analyses

Test of the predicted three-way Group Atti-

tudes�Group Variability�Typicality interaction was

conducted in regression analyses, after standardizing all

variables (Aiken & West, 1991). These analyses yielded
support for the predicted three-way Group

Attitudes�Group Variability�Typicality interaction

F ð1; 185Þ ¼ 3:03, p ¼ :084. Although this effect was

marginally significant, subsequent theory-driven analy-

ses of the data strongly confirmed the assumptions of

our framework. When the group was seen as relatively

homogeneous (as determined on the basis of a median

split), regression analyses yielded strong support for the
expected Group Attitudes�Typicality interaction

(p < :001). When the group was heterogeneous, how-

ever, entry of group attitudes and typicality in the first

step yielded only a significant effect of group attitudes

(p < :001), no effect of typicality (p > :25) and no evi-

dence of the two-way interaction in the second step (F
change < 1.0).

The formal tests of these interactions, reported above,
were based on differences between standardized b
weights (Aiken & West, 1991). Nevertheless, research

and theory in the attitude literature has historically

emphasized the correspondence between general atti-

tudes and specific judgments in terms of correlations

(Ajzen, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Lord et al., 1984).

To establish links with this literature, and to descrip-

tively clarify the nature of our results, Table 2 displays
the pattern of correlations as a function of participants

who (a) viewed the group as relatively heterogeneous or

homogeneous, and (b) who judged the target as rela-

tively typical or atypical, based on median splits of these
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variables. As seen in this table, when participants viewed
the group as homogeneous, group attitudes were

strongly correlated with target judgments among par-

ticipants who judged the target as typical (above the

median) but not atypical (below the median). This

confirms the implication of the significant simple effects

Group Attitude�Typicality interaction reported ear-

lier. In contrast, correlations were significant regardless

of typicality among participants viewing the group as
heterogeneous. These data also confirm the implications

of Table 1, showing that the influence of group vari-

ability did not involve differences in the degree as to

whether the target was perceived as typical or atypical.3
Study 2

Although Study 1 yielded support for the typicality-

functionality hypothesis using several different analytic

techniques, the predicted three-way interaction did not

achieve conventional levels of significance and hence it

seemed prudent to replicate this effect in an additional

study. More important, we wished to extend and repli-

cate our findings in a second study that differed from the

first in five important respects.
First, we presented participants with a completely

different description of the target person. Recall that in

Study 1, we presented participants with a relatively ac-

tive, physically robust individual whose features were

generally inconsistent with the traditionally negative

stereotype about the elderly. In Study 2, we presented

participants with a description of a person who was

more likely to be perceived, on average, as more typical
of the cultural stereotype of elderly people: a person

with moderate physical (e.g., arthritis) and mental (e.g.,

early senility) deficits. This change is important for our

purposes, because it allowed us to test the viability of

our model across two target persons who, even though

they were both elderly, were described in dramatically

different terms. (In the preliminary results section, we

report supplemental analyses confirming this assump-
tion.)

Second, we expanded our measure of group vari-

ability to include two, and not just one, distinct stereo-

typic dimensions, physical health and mental health

(mental sharpness). This allowed us more leverage in

constructing more reliable measures of variability and
3 Two points regarding these analyses should be noted. First,

formal tests of interactions in regression were always conducted with

continuous variables. Second, correlation coefficients can be more

sensitive to differences in variance across groups compared to

unstandardized beta weights. However, supplemental analyses re-

vealed that the variance in group attitudes and target judgments were

very similar across conditions and, more important, similar implica-

tions obtained when the relation between group attitudes and target

judgments are represented in terms of unstandardized beta weights.
central tendency. A third and fourth change was that (a)
we improved our group attitude measure, expanding the

number of items in it from 16 to 21, and (b) we ex-

panded the number of items used to assess participants�
impressions of the target from nine to twenty three, in-

cluding a ‘‘thermometer rating’’ designed to tap partic-

ipants� affective reaction to the target. Finally, a fifth

change pertained to our measure of target typicality.

Instead of using a global measure of typicality (as was
used in Study 1), we framed our questions to more

specifically reflect the behavioral implications of the

target, asking participants to rate the target with respect

to the stereotypic dimensions of physical health and

mental sharpness.

Method

Participants

Participants included 110 undergraduates (28 male

and 82 female) who either received course credit or

payment of $7 for their participation. Analyses involv-

ing gender did not produce any significant effects (either

as a main effect or in combination with the other rele-

vant variables) and hence analyses are collapsed over

this variable.
The methodology of Study 2 was identical to the first

study in all respects, except as follows:

Mass-testing phase

As noted above, we expanded the number of items in

the group attitudes task to 21, yielding excellent internal

reliability (a ¼ :88). Also, participants completed the

distribution task with respect to the trait construct
‘‘healthy/physically active’’ and ‘‘mentally sharp/quick

witted.’’ The standard deviations derived from these two

distributions were highly correlated (r ¼ :66), and the

same was true of the central tendency parameters from

these tasks (r ¼ :49, p < :01). We thus formed a com-

posite index of perceived variability and central ten-

dency derived from the two distributions.

Target judgment phase

We presented participants with a new target de-

scription, one whose features were more aligned with the

traditional negative stereotype of the elderly. In the first

paragraph, the target was described as becoming ‘‘more

and more forgetful’’ and that he ‘‘has had similar lapses

while driving, during which he has been temporarily

disoriented.’’ The target was also described as being
resistant to having his car keys taken away from him by

his family. The second paragraph provided a detailed

description of his failing health (e.g., ‘‘the debilitating

effects of his arthritis was complicated by a slipped disk

in his back, thus limiting his mobility’’) and described an

outcome of a recent visit with his doctor, who ‘‘ex-

pressed some guarded pessimism about John�s general



Table 3

Correlation among category and target-person variables (Study 2;

N ¼ 110)

1 2 3 4 5

1. Group attitudes 1.0

2. Group variability .07 1.0

3. Central tendency .41�� .04 1.0

4. Overall target

judgment

.46�� .18 .25�� 1.0

5. Typicality .06 ).02 ).06 .22� 1.0

* p < :05.
** p < :01.
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health and suggested that he consider monitoring his
health more closely over the coming year.’’

Following this description, participants expressed

their judgments of the target. In addition to the overall

liking and ‘‘desire to meet’’ ratings used in Study 1,

participants completed a ‘‘thermometer’’ rating of their

affective reaction to the target along a scale from 0 to

100, with higher numbers indicating greater positive

feelings toward the target. Participants also rated the
target with respect to the following 22 traits: likeable,

active, healthy, friendly, wise, forgetful, intelligent, men-

tally sharp, energetic, kind, sociable, compassionate to-

ward others, gentle, impatient, physically healthy,

courageous, optimistic, senile, patient, physically weak,

hostile, and physically unhealthy. Note that many of

these items pertained to aspects of the target that were

relatively ambiguous, i.e., permitted some degree of
differences in interpretation. This would include the

evaluative items (e.g., thermometer ratings) as well as

trait ratings for which the target behaviors had no direct

implications (e.g., kindness). However, a few items

pertained to stereotypic features of the target that were

relatively unambiguous (e.g., his physical and mental

health). We expected that group attitudes would play

the more important role in shaping impressions along
ambiguous, rather than unambiguous, features of the

target.

In fact, principal components analyses revealed two

interpretable components, the first appearing to capture

a general evaluative component (eigenvalue¼ 8.2) and a

second that pertained more specifically to stereotypically

negative (and, in our target scenario, unambiguous)

aspects of the target (eigenvalue¼ 2.42). Most of the
items loaded highly on the first component, except for

four items (ratings of physically weak, physically un-

healthy, forgetful, and impatient) that loaded much less

strongly on the first component (loadings between ).01
and +.01) than the second (loadings between +.38 and

+.76). Given our interest, as in Study 1, in forming an

overall index of participants� evaluative reaction to the

target, we formed an index based on all of the remaining
18 target ratings; this yielded excellent internal reliability

(a ¼ :91).
As for the measure of typicality, we framed our

questions to more specifically reflect the behavioral im-

plications of the target. Participants were told ‘‘com-

pared to your overall expectations about elderly men,

please rate how typical you see John with respect to the

following traits.’’ This was followed by the phrases
‘‘mentally sharp/quick witted’’ and ‘‘physically active/

healthy’’, both of which were accompanied by scales

ranging from 0 (atypical) to 10 (typical). Responses to

these questions were highly correlated (r ¼ :50, p < :01),
suggesting that participants who saw the target as typ-

ical (or not) along one dimension tended to feel very

similarly along the other. We thus formed a composite
index of trait-based typicality perceptions based on the
average of these two items.

Results and discussion

Preliminary analyses

Initial correlational analyses, shown in Table 3, re-

vealed some key similarities with Study 1. Consistent

with Study 1, group variability was not correlated with
either trait-based central tendency or perceived typical-

ity. Also, group attitudes were, as expected, again cor-

related with judgments of the target, collapsed over

other variables. Along with these similarities, however,

there were a few differences. Unlike the first study, group

attitudes were correlated with central tendency, indi-

cating that participants who liked elderly people as a

whole tended to view them to be physically and mentally
healthy. Also, typicality was not, as it was in Study 1,

correlated with either group attitudes or central ten-

dency. The reason for these differences is not entirely

clear although they could have been due, in part, to

changes in our measures and/or the description of the

target person. However, none of these differences qualify

our analytic technique or, more importantly, the impli-

cations of our findings as they bear on the viability of
the hypotheses under consideration.

Comparison of target implications in Study 1 vs. Study 2

We assumed that the target description used in Study

2 conveyed a picture of an elderly man who would, on

the average, be perceived as (a) less physically healthy,

and (b) more typical compared to the target in Study 1.

Supplemental analyses supported this assumption. First,
focusing on how participants rated the target with re-

spect to the single trait healthy, participants obviously

regarded the target in Study 2 (M ¼ 3:33; SD ¼ 1:59) as
far less healthy compared to the target in Study 1

(M ¼ 8:86, SD ¼ :96), p < :001. In addition, the target

in Study 2 was perceived as more typical (M ¼ 6:38,
SD ¼ 1:48) compared to the target in Study 1 (M ¼ 5:16,
SD ¼ 2:04), p < :001. Despite the large differences in
means here, some caution should be exercised in draw-

ing conclusions from these analyses given that partici-

pants were not randomly assigned to judge the two
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targets, and to the fact that the typicality composite in
Study 2 was slightly different than the typicality rating

used in Study 1 (although they did use the same un-

derlying 0–10 metric). Nevertheless, the more important

point is that we obtained support for our predictions

across both studies, as we show below. This suggests

that the predicted interaction involving group attitudes,

group variability, and target typicality was not an arti-

fact of the particular description presented to partici-
pants.

Regression analyses on overall impressions of the target

As in Study 1, all variables were standardized prior to

conducting regression analyses.

Group attitudes. Replicating the overall pattern found in

Study 1, strong support was found for the predicted

three-way Group Attitudes�Group Variability�Typ-
icality interaction, F ð1; 105Þ ¼ 5:82, p ¼ :018. More-

over, subsequent analyses revealed that when the group

was homogeneous, the predicted Group Atti-

tudes�Typicality interaction emerged (p < :01 for entry
of the interaction in the second step). In contrast,

analyses for the heterogeneous group revealed a signif-

icant effect only of group attitudes (p ¼ :001). In order

to more clearly show its correspondence with Study 1,
the top panel of Table 4 shows the pattern of correla-

tions between group attitudes and judgments of the

target as a function of group variability and perceived

typicality, derived from median splits on the latter two

variables. These results strongly replicate the pattern

found in the first study. Note again that these effects

were not due to differences in ratings of typicality per se,
Table 4

Perceived typicality (top panel) and correlation between group atti-

tudes (middle panel) and central tendency index (bottom panel) and

overall judgments of target person as a function of perceived group

variability and perceived typicality: Study 2 (N ¼ 110)

Perceived group variability

Heterogeneous Homogeneous

Perceived typicality Perceived typicality

High (n ¼ 28) Low (n ¼ 26) High (n ¼ 29) Low (n ¼ 26)

Mean typicality ratings

6.84

(SD ¼ :93)

4.58

(SD ¼ :61)

7.21

(SD ¼ :83)

4.62

(SD ¼ :86)

Correlation of group attitudes with composite target judgment

.57�� .70�� .43� ).01

Correlation of central tendency indexwith composite target judgment

.33� .46� .36� ).14
� p < :10.
* p < :05.
** p < :01.
thus supporting the typicality-functionality hypothesis.
In particular, high levels of heterogeneity led to in-

creased correspondence between group attitudes and

judgments of the target, independent of how typical or

atypical the target was rated.

Central tendency. Would our results replicate using a

measure other than the group attitude index? In order to

show the robustness of our findings, we conducted a
parallel set of regression analyses, substituting the cen-

tral tendency measure for the group attitude measure.

(Recall that this measure was based on an average of the

perceived central tendency of the elderly with respect to

the traits mentally healthy and physically healthy.) Re-

gression analyses revealed a marginally significant three-

way Central Tendency�Group Variability�Typicality

interaction (p ¼ :09) corresponding to a pattern of cor-
relations very similar to those shown with the group

attitude measure, as shown in the bottom panel of Table

4. The relative weakness of this pattern is almost cer-

tainly due to the fact that our composite group attitude

measure was better suited to predict general evaluative

reactions to the target. Nevertheless, as with the group

attitude measure, the correlation between the central

tendency parameter and overall impressions of the tar-
get was moderated by typicality, but only when the

group was seen as homogeneous.
Supplemental analyses

Group variability can have consequences other than

those reported here. As noted earlier, at least two pre-
vious studies (Lambert et al., 1998; Ryan et al., 1996)

found that people are less confident in making assertions

about social categories if its members are perceived in

heterogeneous terms. Such effects are quite different

from the findings reported in this paper. Both Lambert

et al. (1998) and Ryan et al. (1996) were concerned with

the relation between group variability and confidence in

making judgments about categories and the persons
who belong to them. In contrast, the present findings are

focused on the moderating effects of group variability

insofar as it affects spontaneous use of typicality during

the impression-formation process.

It would be useful, therefore, to show that these two

consequences of group variability could co-exist, si-

multaneously, in the same design with the same group of

participants. In order to investigate this possibility, we
had a subset of our participants from Study 2 (N ¼ 49)

complete a battery of confidence measures following

their impressions of the target. These included (a) six

questions pertaining to participants� overall feelings

about the elderly (e.g., ‘‘In general, to what extent are

you confident in your overall impressions of this group

and what its members are like?’’) and (b) eight questions
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pertaining to beliefs about the physical or mental health/
alertness of the group (e.g., ‘‘To what extent do you

think that it is easy, or difficult to form a summary

judgment of the group with respect to its overall level of

physical health?’’) Because answers to these items tended

to be highly correlated with each other (p < :05), we

formed a ‘‘confidence index’’ based on an average of all

14 items (a ¼ :76).
Replicating our own previous work (Lambert et al.,

1998), participants expressed relatively lower confidence

on this index if they perceived the category as relatively

heterogeneous (r ¼ �:28, p < :05) for the correlation

with the group variability measure. In fact, group vari-

ability was the only predictor of confidence, as this index

was uncorrelated with group attitudes (r ¼ �:03), cen-
tral tendency ().16), and judgments of the target person

(r ¼ :07), all ns. These findings are important, insofar as
they show that group variability can simultaneously

exert two rather different kinds of consequences. First,

increased perceptions of heterogeneity can decrease the

self-reported confidence with which people form infer-

ences about the category as well as the persons who

belong to them (Lambert et al., 1998; Ryan et al., 1996).

At the same time, however, group variability can have a

more complex consequence, having ramifications for the
correspondence between group attitudes and judgments

of individual members of the group. As we have shown,

the influence of group variability in this regard is

somewhat indirect, through its influence on the sub-

jective importance of typicality (deviation from expec-

tations) of single group members.
General discussion

The overall purpose of this paper was to shed more

light on a surprisingly under-studied issue, namely, the

consequences of group variability for social judgment

and behavior. As we have shown, group variability

moderates this relation in conjunction with typicality.

When the group was perceived as homogeneous, the
well-known typicality (‘‘gatekeeper’’) effects of the sort

discussed by Lord et al. (1984; see also Fiske & Neuberg,

1990) emerged: stereotypic attitudes played a role in

guiding reactions toward typical, but not atypical, group

members. When the group was perceived as heteroge-

neous, however, the correlation between group attitudes

and judgments of the target were the same, regardless of

typicality.
We obtained converging support for our conclusions,

regardless of whether the target�s attributes were typical
(Study 2) or atypical (Study 1) of the general stereotype

of the elderly. Moreover, we showed generalizability of

our effects across different operationalizations of the

‘‘predictor variable’’ (group attitudes vs. central ten-

dency), and across two different operationalizations of
typicality. In addition, Study 2 successfully addressed
one potential criticism of Study 1, which had focused on

only one stereotypic trait in the context of measuring

individual differences in group variability and central

tendency. This convergence is important, because it

shows that our results cannot easily be explained in

terms of some idiosyncratic or peculiar aspect of our

methodology or stimulus materials.

It is true that the two studies reported here both relied
on natural (non-manipulated) variation in both group

variability as well as typicality. Ordinarily, this might

raise some ‘‘third variable’’ concerns, that is, that effects

associated with group variability (or typicality) might

have actually been due to some other variable with

which that factor is correlated. However, our theoretical

model builds upon key findings from Lambert (1995),

who experimentally manipulated group variability as
well as typicality. Hence, although correlational designs

cannot, of course, offer definitive evidence on causality,

the convergence of two lines of research—one experi-

mental, one correlational—on the same theoretical con-

clusions makes these issues somewhat less of a concern

than they otherwise might be.

Finally, it is worth noting that previous research on a

variety of groups other than the elderly generated support
for one of our key assumptions, regarding the importance

of typicality/deviation from expectations for heteroge-

neous vs. homogeneous groups (Bardach & Park, 1996;

Lambert, 1995; Verplanken et al., 1996; Vonk & van

Knippenberg, 1995). This suggests that the implications

of the present research are fairly generalizable, and not at

all peculiar to something about the elderly stereotype. In

the section to follow, we review some additional studies
showing indirect evidence for the effects of group vari-

ability on the use/application of group stereotypes, all

focusing on groups other than the elderly.

On the counterintuitive consequences of group heteroge-

neity

One provocative implication of the present research is
that it shows more generalized use and application of

stereotypic attitudes when the group was perceived as

heterogeneous. We stress this aspect of our results be-

cause it suggests a highly counterintuitive and rather

ironic consequence of group variability. An increased

perception of diversity within the group is typically seen

as one of the primary goals of combating prejudice.

Indeed, this is one reason why the contact hypothesis
(Miller & Brewer, 1984) seems so intuitively appealing:

increased contact should increase the perceived diversity

of the group members which, according to the typical

line of reasoning in this area, would ‘‘dilute’’ the impact

of any previously held stereotypes (see also Judd, Ryan,

& Park, 1991). Our data show that high levels of het-

erogeneity can foster the exact opposite effect, in the
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sense that perceivers more readily use their group atti-
tudes as a basis for responding to relatively ‘‘poor fit-

ting’’ members of the group. This finding in no way

challenges the overall validity of the contact hypothesis.

There may be many reasons why the contact hypothesis

might indeed reduce prejudice, for reasons not having

anything to do with group variability. Nonetheless, our

data show that increasing the perceived diversity of

group members should not be seen as a ‘‘quick fix’’ to
prejudice and that increased heterogeneity per se may

not always decrease stereotyping effects (in the form of

application and use of group attitudes) and indeed, may

have effects different from those that are usually ex-

pected.

Two process-level explanations

As we have shown, the counterintuitive findings

demonstrated in this study arise from the different role/

impact of exemplar typicality during the impression-

formation process, depending on the perceived vari-

ability of the group. Although our data provide good

support for the typicality-functionality hypothesis (see

Fig. 1), these findings beg the question as to why the

typicality of the target person might be more important
if the group is homogeneous. In the space below, we

consider two potential candidates, beginning with our

preferred interpretation.

Subjective importance of typicality

Both Fiske and Neuberg (1990) and Lord et al. (1984)

assume that people spontaneously assess typicality,

making it available for its subsequent role as a gate-
keeper of the application/use of category-based knowl-

edge structures (e.g., group attitudes prejudice). The

present research qualifies this assumption, insofar as this

might be true only when the group is viewed as homo-

geneous. Why might this be? Note that typicality is an

‘‘emergent’’ property of the target, whose existence de-

pends on a meaningful comparison of (a) features of the

target, and (b) features associated with the group. Such
comparisons are presumably easier if the category has

clear/unambiguous implications, which is more likely

when the group is viewed as homogeneous. For exam-

ple, if people believe that most birds fly, then non-flying

birds (e.g., penguins) are readily recognized as atypical.

By the same token, if all elderly people are believed to be

highly sedentary, a spry 69-year-old springing about on

the tennis court is more easily judged to be atypical.
Another way of framing this idea is that for homoge-

neous categories, features either occur very frequently,

or very infrequently. Accordingly, features are either

clearly typical, or clearly atypical [see Smith, Shoben,

and Rips (1974) for a related discussion.]

On the other hand, the typicality of any given group

member is not so clear-cut when the group is heteroge-
neous. As the importance/meaningfulness of typicality
fades, this could make it less likely that people sponta-

neously assess and use typicality during the natural flow

of events during the impression-formation process. This

could explain why typicality did not moderate the atti-

tude–behavior relation among participants viewing the

group as heterogeneous (see Tables 2 and 4). Although it

is true that the present research did not directly assess

the importance of typicality and its contingency on
group variability, there is a plethora of previous work

supporting this assumption (Bardach & Park, 1996;

Lambert, 1995; Verplanken et al., 1996; Vonk & van

Knippenberg, 1995).

A representation-based explanation

In a well-known paper, Lord et al. (1984) extended

the correspondence principle of Fishbein and Ajzen
(1975) in order to explain why group attitudes might be

more predictive of reactions toward typical, rather than

atypical, group members. Lord et al. (1984) argue that

one should expect strong correspondence between

group attitudes and judgments only to the extent that

there is a ‘‘match’’ between (a) the cognitive represen-

tation of the group that is considered at the time that

attitudes are assessed, and (b) the salient features of the
person. This suggests, in turn, that people�s general

attitudes toward the category might better predict re-

actions toward typical exemplars. This could, of

course, be true of social as well as non-social catego-

ries. For example, ‘‘if an individual loved birds. . .then
that individual would probably behave positively to-

ward all birds, but especially so toward a robin or a

sparrow’’ (Lord, Desforges, Ramsey, Trezza, & Lep-
per, 1991, p. 552).

It is important to note that previous work by Lord

and colleagues did not focus on group variability.

Nevertheless, their formulation is useful insofar as it

provides an alternative, ‘‘representation-based’’ account

of our findings. When answering our group attitude

measure, for example, suppose that one of our partici-

pants was thinking (implicitly or explicitly) of an ar-
thritis-ridden elderly man, incapable of walking without

the aid of a walker. If so, group attitudes might do a

good job of predicting reactions toward a frail, but not a

physically robust, elderly person. This is because the

former, but not the latter, target was likely to be part of

that person�s cognitive representation of the group. A

moment�s reflection suggests that people who view the

elderly as more variable might be considering a rela-
tively wide range of exemplars during the initial attitu-

dinal assessment stage. To this extent, it stands to reason

that group attitudes would be more strongly predictive

of a diversity of targets in such cases. In short, the rel-

ative breadth of exemplars that are included in the

group representation during the initial attitude assess-

ment stage could be directly proportional to the breadth
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of ‘‘new’’ group members subsequently predicted by the
group attitude measure.4

On the one hand, we believe that this explanation is

reasonable and it could well account, at least in part, for

the results obtained in this paper. However, there is one

serious problem with it. This argument suggests that

group variability moderated the attitude–behavior rela-

tion by virtue of affecting whether any given target was

actually perceived as relatively typical or atypical. In
other words, it assumes that high levels of group vari-

ability make it more likely that any given group member

is considered to be a relatively good-fitting member of

the group, thereby increasing the magnitude of the at-

titude–behavior relation. Our data were not entirely

consistent with this argument. For one thing, group

variability was not correlated with typicality ratings in

either study. Even more important, the results of our
regression analyses (see also Tables 2 and 4) clearly

showed that group variability moderated the attitude–

behavior relation, holding constant whether the target

was perceived as typical or atypical. Hence, although we

do not wish to completely dismiss the merits of a rep-

resentation-based account, our findings would appear to

be more consistent with the ‘‘subjective importance’’

explanation, described earlier.

Relation of the present research to Lambert and Wyer

(1990)

Although earlier findings reported by Lambert and

Wyer (1990) offer only indirect support for our model,

they are helpful insofar as they provide further evidence

of the generalizability of the current findings, with two

stereotyped groups other than the elderly. In one study,
participants holding either exceptionally strong pro-so-

rority or anti-sorority attitudes were asked to form an

impression of a single group member who either was, or

was not, identified as a group member. (In this study,

the nature of group attitudes was confounded with in-

group/outgroup status, as none of the anti-sorority

participants were themselves group members.) Results

showed that the perceived typicality of the group
member moderated application of group attitudes only

among the anti-sorority participants. Among the ‘‘pro’’

participants, group attitudes were applied, regardless of

target typicality. These findings are compatible with the

implications of the present paper, if one assumes that

the ‘‘pros’’ perceived the group to be more heteroge-

neous than the ‘‘antis’’, perhaps due to their greater

personal knowledge about the group (Linville, 1999).
Nevertheless, because this study confounded three crit-

ical variables (group attitudes, perceived variability, and

ingroup/outgroup status), it was impossible to discern
4 We would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for alerting us to

this possibility.
the unique and/or interactive effects of these variables in
this study.

In a second study, group variability was measured

more directly, this time regarding the perceived vari-

ability of the category priests. Although this study

avoided some of the confounds noted above, the target

behaviors in this study were highly extreme, as the priest

was convicted of stealing. This resulted in a near-base-

ment effect for perceived typicality such that most par-
ticipants judged the target to be extremely atypical.

(This study was conducted more than a decade prior to

the recent set of allegations regarding the possible mis-

conduct of Catholic priests.) Hence, this study did not

allow a critical test of how group variability might vary

as a function of whether the target was judged as rela-

tively typical or atypical, a consideration critical to the

present model. Nevertheless, this study, like the first one
described above, provides some indirect support for our

framework. Participants having relatively favorable ex-

pectations of priests, but believing them to be hetero-

geneous, were less harsh in their judgments of the target

compared to other participants holding homogeneous

views. In other words, pro-priest participants partially

assimilated this highly atypical priest to their own initial

expectations, but only when the group was perceived to
be heterogeneous. This finding is compatible with our

model, insofar as participants might be more likely to

partially overlook the extremely atypical implications of

his behaviors if they perceived the group to be relatively

heterogeneous.

Relation of the present findings to the ‘‘Attitude strength’’

literature

As with many studies in the attitude literature, a

major focus of the present research is on the extent to

which generalized attitudes can subsequently predict

more specific reactions, such as toward other persons

(e.g., Lord et al., 1984). Research over the last 30 years

has provided ample evidence that the predictive leverage

of attitudes is likely to be moderated by many different

factors. ‘‘Attitude strength’’ represents one important
class of moderators, in the sense that strong attitudes

should naturally be expected to better predict judgments

and behavior than weak attitudes (Petty & Krosnick,

1995). There is currently some disagreement as to the

exact conceptualization of attitude strength, but it ap-

pears to be a multidimensional construct, consisting (at

least) of two dimensions, certainty and importance

(Visser, Krosnick, & Simmons, 2003). Researchers have
used different types of measures to operationalize atti-

tude strength, including subjective reports as well as

reaction-time (RT) measures (cf. Fazio, 1995).

On the one hand, it seems sensible to infer that peo-

ple�s attitudes and opinions of a particular group might

be stronger if its members are perceived to be homoge-

neous than if they are perceived to be heterogeneous.
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This seems especially true in the sense of confidence,
because homogeneous categories should naturally foster

a more cohesive and evaluatively uniform set of opin-

ions/beliefs about the group than would otherwise be the

case. Indeed, previous studies in the literature, as well as

the supplemental data from Experiment 2, are consistent

with this idea, insofar as people are less confident (and

slower) in expressing their opinions about social cate-

gories if its members are heterogeneous than if they are
homogeneous (Lambert et al., 1998; Ryan et al., 1996;

see also Dijksterhuis & van Knippenberg, 1999).

In light of these findings, it would seem counterin-

tuitive, or even paradoxical, to presume that heteroge-

neous categories might be associated with more

pervasive use and application of group attitudes. Yet,

this is precisely what the present research showed (cf.

Tables 2 and 4). However, this apparent paradox is, in
fact, illusory. Group variability appears capable of ex-

erting two different kinds of effects on social judgment

that appear to operate relatively independently of one

another. One effect has to do with the confidence with

which participants formulate beliefs and opinions about

the group as a whole (cf. Lambert et al., 1998; Ryan

et al., 1996). On the other hand, the other effect is more

complicated, and has to do with the importance of a
single exemplar�s typicality during the impression-for-

mation process. Stated differently, asking how group

variability might affect the confidence of people�s senti-
ments about the category as a whole is quite different

from asking how this factor might spontaneously influ-

ence the importance of a single exemplar�s typicality

when perceivers are attempting to form an impression of

this person.5

Directions for future research

We see at least two areas of research that merit fur-

ther attention. First, social psychologists have recently
5 If these two consequences of group variability are truly indepen-

dent of each other, readers might wonder why, then, we did not

consistently obtain stronger correlations between group attitudes and

judgments of the target when the group is homogeneous, collapsing

over perceived typicality of the target. In other words, setting aside

differential attention to typicality, one might have expected stronger

group-target correlations to emerge when the group is homogeneous.

Although the present research did not clearly show evidence of this

kind of effect, we have recently provided stronger evidence for it across

two studies in the realm of racial attitudes (Lambert, Payne, Shaffer, &

Ramsey, 2004). In particular, racial attitudes towards Blacks more

reliably predicted reactions toward a single group member if the group

was perceived to be homogeneous than if it was perceived as

heterogeneous. (Interestingly, this moderation effect was more pro-

nounced for implicit compared to explicit measures of racial attitudes.)

Of more interest to present concerns, supplemental analyses on

typicality ratings revealed a pattern generally similar to that shown

in this paper. That is, these data, similar to the present findings,

showed that typicality was more likely to play a ‘‘gatekeeper’’ role

when the group was perceived as homogeneous. Further details

regarding these latter analyses may be obtained from the first author.
shown a great deal of interest in perceptions of entit-
ativity, which appears to be correlated with, but distinct

from, perceived variability (Lickel et al., 2000). Entit-

ativity appears to be the more general of the two con-

structs, referring not only to the perceived variability of

the group along a given trait dimension, but also to a

number of other variables (e.g., perceptions of whether

all the members of the group share a common goal or

purpose). As researchers gain a better understanding of
the similarities and differences between perceived vari-

ability and entativity (along, perhaps, with familiarity

and expertise), it will be important to document the

unique consequences of these factors.

Second, the relevance of group variability to current

work on implicit processes also arises in the context of a

recent line of research by Livingston and Brewer (2002).

In the aspect of their results most germane to current
concerns, these researchers found that when White

participants were presented with African American fa-

ces, it was only the faces containing typical—but not

atypical—features that automatically activated negative

evaluations. In one respect, this finding is broadly con-

sistent with the work of Lord et al. (1984) insofar as a

priori, category-based evaluations are more likely to be

activated in the presence of typical features of the cat-
egory. Nevertheless, as our research shows, the impor-

tance of typicality may depend on the perceived

variability of the group. This suggests that the kinds of

effects reported by Livingston and Brewer (2002) could,

in principle, be moderated by perceived group variabil-

ity, a variable not considered in their work. These and

other lines of inquiry should be useful as social psy-

chologists seek to further understand the complex and
sometimes surprising consequences of group variability.
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