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To control or not to control stereotypes: Separating the implicit and explicit processes of perspective-taking and suppression
This research in this proposed chapter and talk will explore the processes of perspective-taking and suppression in achieving stereotype control. In particular, it will focus on the separation of the conscious, explicit effects from the non-conscious, implicit effects of each strategy. Attempts to control the content and nature of cognitive processes have both intended (explicit) and unintended (implicit) effects on cognition and judgments. For example, intentional suppression of stereotypic thoughts can ironically and unintentionally produce the very thoughts one is suppressing (Macrae, Bodenhausen, Milne & Jetten, 1994). Perspective-taking, on the other hand has been shown to increase feelings of sympathy and increase the overlap between representations of the self and representations of the other (Davis, Conklin, Smith, & Luce, 1996). It was hypothesized that the increases in self-other overlap—which are generally impervious to reductions in cognitive capacity, suggesting that increases in self-other overlap are an implicit effect of perspective-taking—might be a crucial mechanism for reducing stereotyping.

In one experiment, perspective-taking, compared to a control condition and suppression condition, led to not only increased evaluations of an elderly target, but also decreased stereotyping of the elderly as a group and increased overlap between representations of the self and representations of the elderly. In addition, increases in self-other overlap, but not increases in evaluations, mediated the effects of experimental condition on stereotyping. This suggests that there are two separate processes involved in perspective-taking—a conscious, explicit effect and a non-conscious, implicit effect. When perspective-takers are asked direct questions about the target person, then they consciously give responses that are consistent with that manipulation. However, during perspective-taking, the self-concept gets non-consciously activated and applied towards the target. In another experiment, suppression led to heightened stereotype accessibility while perspective-taking led to decreased stereotype accessibility of the elderly. Here again the conscious effects of evaluations did not mediate the implicit effects of decreased stereotype accessibility.

Although typically when a stereotype is activated, counterstereotypic information is actively inhibited, another series of experiments showed the truly ironic effect of both increased stereotype and counterstereotype accessibility of African Americans following suppression. When judgments are directed towards counterstereotypic information, suppressors produce counterstereotypic judgments, but when judgments are directed towards stereotypic information, then suppressors show evidence of stereotyping. It was suggested that the counterstereotype becomes accessible through the conscious operating system, while the stereotype becomes accessible as a consequence of the operation of the non-conscious monitoring system. An experiment involving cognitive load confirmed this hypothesis: cognitive load disrupted the construction of counterstereotypic judgments but did not interfere with the construction of stereotypic judgments.

Although perspective-taking increases both self-group overlap and evaluations of targets, only the former, implicit effect mediates the effects of perspective-taking on stereotyping. Stereotype suppression leads to heightened accessibility of both the stereotype and the counterstereotype, but the former is produced through an implicit, non-conscious mechanism and the latter is produced through an explicit, intentional system. The behavioral and practical consequences of the distinct implicit and explicit effects of attempts to control stereotypes will be discussed.
