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The present paper reviews a programme of research that investigates explicit and implicit processes used by social perceivers when they encounter stereotype-inconsistent information. A model of responses to stereotype-relevant information that considers the role of subtyping, information seeking and attributions will be presented. Implications for stereotype change will be considered.

Early studies involved presenting perceivers with information, including stereotype-inconsistent information, about members of a target group. Moderation of stereotype-based beliefs occurred only when the inconsistent information was presented by typical exemplars. When exemplars were considered to be atypical of the target group perceivers subtyped, or isolated, these exemplars and there was no moderation of the overall group stereotype; subtyping the disconfirming exemplars protected the overall group stereotype from change (Hewstone et al., 1992; Johnston & Hewstone, 1992; Johnston et al., 1994). Subsequent studies demonstrated that subtyping was not the only way to dismiss inconsistent information. Use of an information seeking paradigm demonstrated that perceivers show a stereotype-confirming bias, seeking information consistent with their existing stereotypes. This bias both reduced the amount of inconsistent information received and also the impact of the inconsistent information that was received. The same amount of inconsistent information that resulted in stereotype moderation, relative to baseline controls, in the traditional information-given paradigm caused no such moderation in the information-seeking condition. Perceivers who received inconsistent information in the course of their (biased) information search dismissed that information without moderation of group-based stereotypic beliefs   (Johnston & Macrae, 1994; Johnston, 1996).

Our recent research has focused on one possible process by which perceivers dismiss inconsistent information. Stereotype-inconsistent behavior is typically attributed to external causes which implies a lack of generalization across both time and other group members and hence may explain the lack of moderation of stereotypic beliefs in response to that information. There is, however, a negative relationship between the relative strength of attributions of stereotype-inconsistent behavior to dispositional causes and the strength of stereotype-based judgments of the target group. The more strongly inconsistent behaviors were attributed to dispositional causes, and the less strongly to situational causes, the greater the impact on stereotype-based judgments (Johnston et al., 2000). The impact of inconsistent information on stereotype-based beliefs may, then, be enhanced by encouraging perceivers to make relatively stronger dispositional attributions for inconsistent behavior. Somewhat counter-intuitively our recent attempts to moderate stereotypic beliefs have presented perceivers with stereotype-consistent information. Stereotypic behavior is usually attributed to internal causes but there is a positive relationship between the relative strength of situational attributions for stereotypic behavior and endorsement of stereotypes (Johnston et al., 2000; Johnston & Miles, 2001). It is possible that encouraging relatively stronger situational attributions for stereotypic behaviors may be a useful tool in reducing stereotype use in social judgments. Pilot research investigating the impact of motivational factors on attributions for stereotype-related behavior will also be described. High prejudiced individuals, who are especially strongly motivated to maintain stereotypic belief, attributed stereotype-inconsistent behavior to situational causes more strongly than low prejudice individuals and showed less moderation of stereotype-based beliefs (Johnston & Miles, 2001).
