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Abstract. This article examines the diversity of the empirical methods for measuring stereo-

types in social sciences. Two major viewpoints in social psychology are analyzed as means 

for investigating this social phenomenon: the collective and the individual approaches. The 

result of the comparison of these contrasting perspectives is the emergence of an eclectic ap-

proach in studying social stereotypes. A new integrative approach is introduced as an attempt 

to broaden the understanding of the nature of stereotypes in the field of social psychology. 
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In their everyday life most people 

do not pay attention to the use of dif-

ferent labels which have become 

widely known as stereotypes. What is 

more, the word ‘stereotype’ has be-

come a part of a common language 

and it seems that everyone under-

stands the meaning of it. However, 

most social scientists consider it to be 

an ambiguous term and continue to 

argue about the nature of stereotypes. 

One can distinguish two mainstreams 

in the social psychological tradition: 

the collective associated with 

McDougall (1920) and the individual 

framework which was developed by 

Allport in North America [6, p. 50]. 

Those two perspectives view stereo-

types in a different way. From the col-

lective approach stereotypes are per-

ceived as cultural phenomena. On the 

contrary, the individual approach sug-

gests that stereotypes are mental rep-

resentations of “individual-level be-

liefs” [13, p. 6]. Those two theoretical 

points of view have provoked the em-

pirical interest in stereotypes and a lot 

of studies have been done in order to 

understand the nature of stereotypes. 

The aim of this article is to examine 

the relationship between those two 

opposite perspectives and to analyze 

how they can be integrated from the 

methodological point of view. Thus, 

methods for assessing stereotypes 

used by both approaches will be a 
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means for investigating theoretical as 

well as empirical prospects of stereo-

types.  

From the time stereotypes were in-

troduced to social psychology they 

have been looked at from a collective 

perspective. The stereotypes were first 

defined by Walter Lippmann in 1922 

as ‘pictures in our heads’ [5, p. 291]. 

However, Lippmann in his book 

“Public Opinion” did not assess stere-

otypes by any methods but simply in-

troduced the term to social psycholo-

gy. Yet, one cannot discuss stereo-

types without taking into account the 

methodological issues due to the fact 

that only empirical studies supply the 

information about this phenomenon. 

Such an abstract theoretical concept as 

a stereotype is never directly seen but 

it can be measured through different 

methods available in social psycholo-

gy. After all, psychology is not an ex-

act science but it has developed its 

own procedures which are used to as-

sess certain phenomena. The stereo-

types or rather group differences were 

explored a long time before Lipp-

mann’s notion. One of the earliest pre-

scientific methods was known due to 

the existence of the diaries and notes 

of historians, journalists and simply 

ordinary people who traveled abroad 

at some point in their lives. Gordon 

Allport in his famous book “The Na-

ture of Prejudice” (1979) named this 

method as ‘travelers’ reports’. He de-

scribed it as “the most common 

source of information” about group 

differences [1, p. 90]. 

The first truly psychological and 

scientific study of stereotypes was 

done by D. Katz and K. W. Braly in 

1933 where they introduced an inno-

vative technique of measuring stereo-

types: and adjective check-list. This 

method of investigation had two stag-

es. In the first part of the study the re-

spondents (Princeton undergraduates) 

were asked to describe ten nationali-

ties using adjectives in a free-response 

form. In the second part another sam-

ple of the students had a different 

task: participants of the study were 

obliged to check adjectives which 

they think can better describe a certain 

ethnic group from the trait list [11, 

pp. 204–210]. One might say that it is 

useful to emphasize this method and 

the way in which it was used for most 

of the subsequent experiments in this 

field.  

In the adjective check-list method 

verbal stereotypes of the national 

groups were observed. As a conse-

quence, the Katz and Braly procedure 

has become popular among social 

psychologists and a great number of 

studies have been repeated. Some of 

the research was identical to the pre-

viously described procedure [4], oth-

ers with slight variations. In general, 

one can say that there were equal at-

tempts to improve the method as well 

as simple replications of it in the past. 

Credit must be given to social psy-

chology researchers who have gone 

further and tried to introduce different 

ways of assessing stereotypes. 

For instance, Jones and Ashmore, 

while following the Katz and Braly 

tradition, were the researchers first to 

observe the relationship between 

characteristics in the list of adjectives. 
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They examined two dimensions of the 

traits (e.g., intelligent vs. stupid), and 

as a result, they proposed a scale to 

measure characteristics ascribed to 

various nationalities [12, p. 32]. 

Although most of the researchers 

concentrated mostly on the Katz and 

Braly tradition for assessing stereo-

types, a few of them tried to improve 

this method by using the Likert scale. 

Others, like McCauley and Stitt added 

the diagnostic ratio to the adjective 

check-list. The investigators asked re-

spondents to rate the description of 

traits. In this study the ratio was ex-

pressed in the percentage of the target 

group divided to the rating of all peo-

ple in the world [3, pp. 214–215]. 

Of all the changes which have been 

introduced in the previous years to the 

adjective check-list method described 

above, only one notion can be con-

cluded: all of them reflect a collective 

approach to the understanding of ste-

reotypes dealing mostly with their 

content and the degree of agreement 

among the participants of different 

studies.  

The collective perspective in social 

psychology sees stereotypes as belief 

systems which are influenced by cul-

ture and stored in the society’s shared 

knowledge. Stereotypes are viewed to 

be consensual between members of 

certain groups in cultural environ-

ment. Collective viewpoint stresses 

the importance of culture in acquiring 

and changing stereotypes. Processes 

of learning and transmission of stereo-

types in this approach are believed to 

depend greatly on language. There-

fore, the adjective checklist with its 

emphasis on measuring verbal stereo-

types provides an explicit source of 

information about stereotypes from 

language and communication focus. 

Clearly, verbal representations of ste-

reotypical beliefs play an important 

role in measuring stereotypes from the 

collective perspective. In addition, the 

role of the mass media cannot be un-

derestimated. Supporters of the collec-

tive approach point out that the mass 

media is a main form of stereotype 

transmission [13, pp. 10–12]. As a re-

sult, a new quantitative method 

evolved in order to analyze the prod-

ucts of the mass media which was 

termed as content analysis. This tech-

nique allows researchers to find the 

information that has been presented in 

newspapers, radio programs, maga-

zines, novels, TV shows, etc. Using 

this method a contemporary research-

er can code any message that has been 

transmitted through the mass media. 

Despite all these studies of stereo-

types, psychologists faced a methodo-

logical challenge in a way that “the 

exclusively quantitative approach fails 

to reveal what the individuals intend-

ed to convey by the prescribed, stereo-

typical responses that the procedure 

imposes upon them” [2, p. 234]. The 

main disadvantage of the described 

above methods are as follows: 

1) participants of the study are 

not permitted to express their own 

views freely; 

2) respondents’ views are di-

vided into several responses (proce-

dure lacks means to show the whole 

picture of one’s stereotypical beliefs 

of a certain group; 
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3) a quantitative method does 

not allow the investigator to examine 

the origin of stereotypes [2, p. 234]. 

It is certainly true that devotion to 

identical types of methodology pro-

duces similar results. Moreover, ste-

reotypes in this case are not fully as-

sessed due to the fact that they are 

seen only as collective beliefs. It is 

clear enough that stereotypes are pre-

sented in the mind of a particular sub-

ject. The individual perspective is 

based on the assumption that, in addi-

tion to representation in the mental 

structure of one’s mind, stereotypes 

can be learned and changed at the lev-

el of the individual. The researchers of 

this approach concentrated mostly on 

the studies of individual perception 

and cognitive basis of processes of 

stereotypes’ development, mainte-

nance and change. Thus, the individu-

al approach sheds new light on many 

facts that were considered and taken 

for granted or simply ignored by the 

collective view. 

It was Allport, a well-known 

scholar, who probably first described 

a stereotype from a cognitive perspec-

tive as “an exaggerated belief associ-

ated with category and  its function is 

to justify (rationalize) our conduct in 

relation to that category” [1, p. 191]. 

This postulate was confirmed in the 

series of empirical studies conducted 

by researchers of cognitive psycholo-

gy. The followers of cognitive tradi-

tion are usually associated with the 

individual approach to stereotypes. 

This general framework suggests 

three ways of approaching stereo-

types: stereotypes as schemas, as 

group prototypes and exemplars. 

Several studies have been carried 

out to investigate how social schemas 

are represented in the subject’s 

memory and how they influence 

his/her behavior toward a certain 

group. The following is a brief ac-

count of Perdue’s study which per-

fectly illustrates research within a 

cognitive psychology tradition. Stere-

otypes in this study were seen as 

schemas – “abstract knowledge struc-

tures that specify the defining features 

and relevant attributes of a given con-

cept” [13, p. 7]. First, Perdue and his 

colleagues constructed a list of words 

with in-group/out-group origin (e.g., 

us-them) and then added neutral 

words to it. After that, investigators 

carried out a classical conditioning 

experiment where participants were 

asked to indicate a real word among 

those pairs showed on a tachistoscope. 

There were 108 trials. In addition, re-

spondents rated neutral words as 

pleasant or unpleasant. The results 

clearly indicated that neutral words 

which were paired with in-group 

words (e.g., us) were considered 

pleasant. On the contrary, out-group 

words (e.g., them) led participants to 

describe neutral words in a negative 

way. Thus, the experiment discovered 

that in-group words are evaluative and 

“a minimal element of a schema of 

group belongingness – a simple divi-

sion into in-group and out-group – is 

laden with affect” [3, p. 217].  

This study by Perdue and his asso-

ciates, in particular, showed in detail 

how stereotypes are measured from 
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the view of modern cognition theory. 

Stereotypes as role schemas were in-

vestigated by many social psycholo-

gists [7, 9, 14]. By making use of a 

whole battery of tests, these studies 

helped to develop a deeper under-

standing of nature and functions of 

stereotypes. 

Although there are not many, a 

certain number of studies appeared in 

recent years that assess stereotypes as 

group prototypes, mainly using ‘reac-

tion time methodology’, where partic-

ipants are asked to verbally describe a 

prototype person of a certain national-

ity as fast as they can. Also, free-

response formats instead of limited-

response tests have been frequently 

used in this empirical tradition. In this 

case, within an individual framework 

group prototypes are viewed as “men-

tal representations consisting of a col-

lection of associations between group 

labels and the features that are as-

sumed to be true of the group” [13, 

p. 8]. This means that a prototypical 

model of a certain group would be as-

sociated in one’s mind with particular 

images which are kept in memory and 

can be transformed into verbal or non-

verbal explicit labels. 

Similarly, the notion of memory is 

important for the theory of exemplars, 

the other approach to stereotypes that 

sees them as mental representations of a 

certain individual with whom they had 

direct or indirect contact [13, p. 9]. 

However, it is not clear where these ste-

reotypes come from if a subject has not 

met an individual of another nationality 

but still possesses some ethnic stereo-

typical beliefs. This approach does not 

answer this question, but rather it ex-

amines exemplars’ models and how 

they are represented in memory. Thus, 

stereotypes in this case are considered 

to be encoders of information within 

the cognitive structure of an individual; 

they can be activated at any time and 

lead toward a certain type of behavior 

(e.g., prejudice). 

The exemplars’ approach is 

demonstrated in the study conducted 

by Enlow, where facial types play a 

role of exemplars. According to phys-

ical anthropologists two major types 

of faces exist in the world: a “dolicho-

cephalic” and a “brachycephalic” [15, 

p. 96]. The first facial type is narrow 

and long and, in general, looks more 

mature. The second, a “brachyce-

phalic” is short, wide and resembles 

the face of a child. The study has 

shown that people prescribed more 

child-like traits to “brachycephalic” 

faces and more masculine characteris-

tics to the other type of face. It ap-

pears that people tend to have a cogni-

tive exemplar of a child’s face and 

typical traits associated with it. As a 

result, they express stereotypical be-

liefs toward a person whose face re-

sembles one of a child. 

Obviously, different approaches to 

stereotypes even within just the indi-

vidual perspective add unique results 

to this theoretical concept. Stereotypes 

as mental representations (schemas, 

prototypes, exemplars) provide an ex-

planation of the stereotyping process. 

If the collective approach looks par-

ticularly at the content of stereotypical 

beliefs, the individual framework is 

more concerned with how stereotypes 
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are represented within the mind of an 

individual. Yet, the main disadvantage 

of the individual approach is that it un-

derestimates the role of personal per-

ception as a determinant of stereotypes 

in contrast to the collective approach 

which overemphasizes the role of 

group influence. These two approaches 

while being contrasting, at the same 

time serve one common goal: they en-

rich the psychological knowledge of 

stereotypes and processes connected 

with it. 

Up to this point, there has been an 

assumption that viewpoints described 

above are considered to be opposite. 

However, it is not clear why they can-

not be integrated. Surely, the produc-

tive interplay between the collective 

and the individual approaches will 

progress to the understanding of ste-

reotypes. Hence, I would like to intro-

duce a new approach which can be 

called an integrative perspective. This 

approach can combine methods as 

well as theoretical assumptions from 

both viewpoints and, as a result, pro-

duce new results and provide answers 

to the questions which were not ad-

dressed before. For instance, the at-

tempt to explore individual cognitions 

about groups within a social context 

will help to get a more comprehensive 

view of stereotypes. It seems that only 

an integration of the two contrasting 

perspectives will stimulate an even 

broader look and will identify and ex-

plain new issues and concerns. It is 

evident from a review of the literature 

that every time a new method or a 

new theoretical viewpoint was intro-

duced to the psychological field of 

studying stereotypes, it encouraged 

the development of and added some 

new aspects to the theory of stereo-

types. Therefore, it is necessary to de-

sign and execute studies that are more 

methodologically diversified. 

However, there have been a few 

studies carried out which can be con-

sidered to be attempts to integrate in-

dividual and collective approaches to-

gether. For instance, projective draw-

ing has been used as a means to assess 

stereotypes in a research by psycholo-

gist Ivanova, where she asked re-

spondents to draw pictures of typical 

representatives of given nationalities 

[10, pp. 71–82]. After that, elements 

of the drawings were encoded and ob-

jectively scored. Projective drawing 

was originally developed as a psycho-

therapeutic technique but later on sev-

eral clinical tests appeared (for in-

stance, Rorschach Inkblot Test, 

House-Tree-Person, Draw-A-Person) 

which are “ambiguous and open to in-

terpretation” [8, p. 291]. It is interest-

ing to see how projective drawing is 

used for assessing stereotypes. On the 

one hand, this technique employs an 

individual’s inner perception where 

stereotypes are kept. One the other 

hand, projective drawing expresses 

the content of stereotypes. Therefore, 

stereotypes are studied from both ap-

proaches at the same time and provide 

unique outcomes. For example, in 

Ivanova’s research 32 % of the female 

respondents drew a woman as a typi-

cal representative of a given nationali-

ty, whereas male participants depicted 

only a man as a stereotypical repre-

sentative [10, p. 81]. This finding 
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shows the difference in perception of 

other groups between men and wom-

en, bringing a greater attention to the 

gender aspect of stereotypes.  

Another study focused on examin-

ing the dynamic quality of stereotypes 

by role-playing a job interview situa-

tion. A researcher named Word found 

that interviewers’ non-verbal behavior 

differed if the interviewee was black 

and not white [5, pp. 302–303]. 

Moreover, the time dimension aspect 

showed that interviews with African 

Americans were usually shorter than 

with other participants of the study. 

The experiment has been repeated in 

almost an exact way but in a manner 

where the roles were in reversed order 

in order to examine the behavior of 

interviewees. It was discovered in the 

second part of the research that the 

subjects under study mirrored the be-

havior of interviewers. Taken from 

psychodrama, role-playing in that re-

search was introduced as a technique 

for measuring stereotypes and helped 

to analyze the actual behavior of indi-

viduals who were stereotyped. 

Despite the fact that stereotypes 

are measured in a variety of ways as 

was reviewed in this article, most of 

them fall into two main categories of 

understanding this phenomenon: the 

individual and the collective ap-

proaches. Which viewpoint is more 

appropriate and offers greater expla-

nations? Each approach claims to be 

effective and to address different as-

pects. Examining the cognitive struc-

ture in regard to stereotypes is in-

formative, but one should recognize 

the effect of cultural and societal be-

liefs on the individual. Evidently, a 

narrow focus on one perspective ex-

clusively ignores crucial aspects of 

another. It is important to keep in 

mind that the ability to reach more 

meaningful conclusions rests on the 

assumption that the development of 

theory as well as empirical research is 

needed from both complementary 

viewpoints. An alternative strategy for 

this may be the emergence of an ec-

lectic way of studying of stereotypes. 

The integrative approach will contrib-

ute to an even broader understanding 

of nature and functions of stereotypes. 

However, it can be accomplished only 

by synthesizing the divergent view-

points from an empirical perspective. 

This presents a challenge for future 

research psychologists to introduce 

and employ a diversity of methods in 

measuring stereotypes. 
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