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“Diversity of staff, clientele, vendors and other constituents, as well as cross-cultural competence, are no
longer secondary or tertiary matters for organizations; they are economic and philosophical essentials.”

M
ANY DIVERSITY THEORIES show that individuals use stereo-
typing to navigate interpersonal and group interactions
on a daily basis. (Leach, George, Jackson, & Labella,

1995) Stereotypes can become barriers to effective interaction
but they also serve a very real need to navigate large amounts of
information and hundreds of interactions. After more than 15
years of work on diversity, stereotypes and stereotyping continue
to be the hardest and most volatile conversation topics in my
class. What purpose does stereotyping serve? On what basis do
we form stereotypes? And why do they get us into such trouble? 

This article offers a new typology for understanding the
sources of stereotypes in the hopes that we can learn to avoid
their oppressive use, particularly in organizational life. Diversity of
staff, clientele, vendors and other constituents, as well as cross-
cultural competence, are no longer secondary or tertiary matters
for organizations; they are economic and philosophical essen-
tials. Stereotyping is a key behavior to understand and manage if
an organization is going to capitalize on its diversity.

One of the first exercises I do with my undergraduate diver-

sity students is the simple and common index card tally of stereo-
types. There are different versions of this exercise but they all
generally look like the following: Students are given an index card
on which is a description of another person. There are as many
cards as needed for students to work in pairs or trios. Typical
descriptions on the cards are, “White, 30-year old woman with two
children driving a Subaru,” or “Black 18-year old male riding a
bicycle.” Students are then asked to list at least five positive
stereotypes about that person and 5 negative stereotypes. At a
later point in the semester, a similar exercise is done with the stu-
dent’s self-description.

These seemingly simple exercises evoke emotions, internal
struggles, and lengthy conversation. White students of privi-
lege often discover for the first time that they have stereotypes
about others. Black students discover their own stereo-
types about whites or Asians. Layers of politically correct filters
peel away and students begin to engage in the real dilemma of
judging others based on mostly external cues. Because of the
psychological boundaries of the classroom, these dilemmas are
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explored in a physically safe way, although the psychological
safety can become an issue.

Cox provides a detailed and lengthy table showing stereo-
types of just a small selection of people with different demo-
graphics, a sample of which are provided in Figure 1.

An important distinction in stereotyping and diversity theory
is the differentiation between observable and unobservable per-
sonal characteristics. Unobservable characteristics include read-
ing disabilities, educational attainment, military status, and other
attributes that are not immediately discernible by looking at a per-
son. Even though unobservable, people will try to deduce these
characteristics from others’ attire, cars, home location, speech
patterns, profession, etc. But these characteristics are not reliably
known until disclosed by the other person.

Observable characteristics often include gender, height,
weight, race, age, physical disabilities. Even though they are
ostensibly observable, many of these characteristics are best
guesses on the part of the observer and not all of these charac-
teristics are actually observable. Race seems obvious to a person
who has little experience with people of other races. When a per-
son’s experience (data set) with people of difference increases,
race is less obvious. Is the person African-American or bi-racial? 

As a species, like all other species, we human beings use
observable cues to make judgments about our physical world.
Stereotyping simplifies the intense amount of data around us. For
example, we look for cues in animals to determine the level of
danger we might encounter. Is the dog large? Is the dog well
cared for? Is the dog growling?

We stereotype others based on observable characteristics in
order to save time and ensure our own safety. It is a biological
imperative to respond with caution to any species or animal or
person that is unknown to us. Lions don’t run toward giraffes, and
vice versa. Cats and dogs don’t cohabitate until they learn to
overcome innate caution. This caution is non-biased and univer-
sal in animals. It does not produce negative results for the other
animal but ensures that the cautionary animal lives another day.

For human beings this biological behavior still exists but has

become problematic given our sources of information, our race
history, our social structures, and our ability to negatively impact
the person who is different from us, especially if we are in the
power position in any given situation. Our stereotypes have the
potential to oppress and hurt others. 

We use years and years of data gathering and tabulating, as
well as data gathered from other people, to understand our world
in broad strokes, similar to the use of icons on computer desk
tops. The touch of a key saves the file to the hard drive but under-
neath that key stroke are many lines of computer programming
language built over a period of time. Over time we build a mental
“databank” based on our own experiences as well as second and
third hand information. This “databank” includes both accurate
and inaccurate, tested and untested information.

Our ability to navigate our environment relies on this data-
bank and the bundling and rapid interpretation of data from it. If we
had to examine every element of the environment anew each time
we encountered it, we would make little progress. We must make
assumptions that the car’s gas pedal still produces the same
results when we step on it. We assume that the three-leafed plant
is poison ivy and people waving guns are dangerous.

Three theories have been advanced to explain why we
stereotype. They are briefly mentioned here as background for
the reader, though why we stereotype is not the main focus of this
paper. The three theories of Jussim, Coleman and Lerch are: (1)
complexity-extremity theory, (2) assumed characteristics theory
and (3) expectancy violation theory (Jussim, Coleman, & Lerch,
1987).

(1) Complexity-extremity theory says that we stereotype peo-
ple outside of our group because we do not have enough contact
with them to make informed decisions about who they are or how
they will behave. (2) Assumed characteristics theory states that
when people do not have enough information about others, they
assume that others have “less desirable traits.” (3) Expectancy
violation theory states that “stereotyping occurs as an overreac-
tion to behaviors that do not match our expectations.” (Cox Jr.,
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Jews White Men East Indian Women 

� Rich � Responsible for all � Analytical

� Miserly of society’s ills � Passive

� All support Israel � Competitive � Always wear saris

� Money-grubbing � Intelligent � Very feminine

� Penny-pinchers � Insecure � Quiet

� Well-educated � Racist � Not ambitious

� Complainers � Aggressive � Traditional

� Stingy � Not literate � Class-oriented 

� Unified � Greedy

� Family-oriented

Figure 1
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1994)

SOURCES OF STEREOTYPES—A NEW TYPOLOGY

But how are we constructing these stereotypes? On what
basis do we decide who others are? Over the last few years of
teaching, I have come to believe that unlike other animals we use
three sources of data to construct stereotypes: immediate, proxi-
mate and distant. Each data source has strengths and weak-
nesses, awareness of which can free people to find new data and
better relationships with people of difference. 

Immediate data is information we glean from our own first-
hand experiences. We touch the red coils of a hot stove and we
learn it burns. This is immediate data. We have an Asian friend
who does very well in math and whose family doesn’t eat rice. We
expect our next red hot stove to burn us and our next Asian
acquaintance to be good in math and not eat rice. How right we
are about the stove, a predictable, standardized, inanimate
object. How wrong we are about our next Asian acquaintance
who eats rice and hates math! Immediate data takes a long time
to acquire and does not have much breadth but it has a great deal
of validity.

Proximate data is information we glean from friends and fam-
ily, from the experiences of those only one or two degrees of sep-
aration from ourselves. One of the benefits of proximate data is
that there is more of it, and if it truly reports a first-hand experi-
ence of a family member or friend, it can be relatively accurate. 

Yet proximate data can be loaded with the misinterpreted
proximate or distant data of others. Proximate data is often fil-
tered by the learned biases and prejudices of the source of the

data. Instead of just getting factual data, e.g. “my friend was
robbed in that part of town,” proximate data can be blurred, e.g.
“my friend was robbed in the part of town where all those thieving
______ live.” Here the data is reported along with a stereotype.
The receiver of the data is encouraged to tie robbery to those
“thieving ______.”

Distant data is data we get from newspapers, research
reports, and other sources that are not linked to us by relation-
ship. Certain types of distant data are invaluable. Rigorously col-
lected research data can help dispel myths and change view-
points. For example, in Freakonomics, Levitt and Dubner point
out the declining crime rate in the United States in the late 1990’s
was often attributed to more police and longer jail sentences.
When the data is rigorously examined, it turns out that a signifi-
cant factor in the decline of crime is legalized abortion. Poor
mothers had fewer children, were better able to take care of their
children, the children did better in school, and there was less
crime. (Levitt & Dubner, 2005) This is a simplistic rendition of
Levitt’s elegant analysis of the data but the point is clear that the
media’s view and popular wisdom are often wrong. 

Less rigorously collected distant data can exacerbate the
issues of proximate data. Newspapers, for example, are very
good at making us think that a pedophile lurks on every corner.
Pedophiles make front-page news, and pedophile attacks are
reported from all around the globe, given the Internet and global
communications. We acquire a distorted internal statistical calcu-
lator, one that overestimates the occurrence of dangerous or neg-
ative events. The media in particular is a major but highly prob-
lematic source of distant data.

In Table1, I outline my proposed typology which compares
the three data sources used to make stereotypes. Each data
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Table 1
DATA SOURCES

Data Type

Immediate

Proximate 

Distant

Examples

� First-hand experience
� Observed activity

� Second-hand information
� Stories about events that

happened to family or friends

� Newspaper stories
� Television
� Movies
� Research articles
� Internet postings

Benefits

� Reliable
� If a positive experience, can

generate highly positive
stereotypes

� Expands the “n” count from
immediate data

� Higher “n” count if part of well-
conducted research

� Offers alternative views to
person’s immediate data

� In some instances, replicable

Weaknesses

� Low “n” count (n = number of
data points)

� Not reliably replicated

� Reporting of data is often
heavily biased by emotions
and prejudices 

� Anomalies are over reported
and appear to be the norm in
sources like the media

� Requires sophisticated
analysis skills to understand
which data are reliable and
which are not

� Can provide very reliable data
in sources like academic
research



source’s strengths and weaknesses are clarified.
As one reviewer noted, “I find this model extremely useful!

My other concern is to have research and media sharing the dis-
tant data category. Research is rigorous and tries to present
objective or inter-subjective perspectives validated with data.
Media is manipulative and overuses emotional and psychological
mechanisms to get the attention of people for purposes beyond
informing. In this case, media seems to be an amplifier of the
‘proximate’ category.” (Laszlo, 2005)

Remediating data deficiencies is a critical activity for trans-
forming hatred based on stereotypes into understanding based
on knowledge.

REMEDIATING DATA DEFICIENCIES

How can we remediate the weaknesses of stereotypes gen-
erated from these disparate sources? Each source has its own
cure but all three require an increased awareness of diversity
issues and the ability to recognize one’s biases as biases, not
truths. 

For immediate data, more data is required. The pool is
extremely limited and there is often a great deal of unknown data
in the moment. For example, a true story, my car was burglarized
by two Latino men in their mid-twenties in a state park parking lot.
I saw the young men casing the cars and by their behavior (duck-
ing down in the car, hiding their faces) had a sense that they might
be up to no good. 

Despite my intuition, I left my purse in my car to go run;
returning 40 minutes later, I discovered my window broken and
purse gone. The police officer who arrived on the scene said that
a similar scenario had occurred the week before in the same lot.
Here is an instance of immediate data. Can I generalize to say
that all young Latino men in parking lots are thieves? No. A more
sophisticated analysis of the situation points to the young men’s
behavior, not their skin color. 

How can I be sure they were Latino? Why not biracial,
black/white? Why not Northern African? How can I be sure of their
age? The windows were tinted and I only saw 
one of the young men for a moment as he leaned against his car
urinating (another behavior that is a cue of socially inappropriate
behavior). So, immediate data cannot be reliably extrapolated.

Proximate data suffers from a limited data set, but less so
than immediate data, as well as the bias of the source of the infor-
mation. How do we remediate these issues? We can increase the
data set, and not take our family member’s or friend’s reports of
behavior as representative of all people fitting a certain demo-
graphic. We can also listen for bias in the report. Does the family
member or friend report the facts or are adjectives of bias
attached to the report?

Distant data most often suffers from shoddy data collection
or lack of context setting. The first weakness can be remedied by
improving how data is collected and increasing the sophistication
of the general population about data collection methods. A basic

course in statistics provides a healthy set of standards for data
reporting. Is the “n” higher than 30? What was the standard devi-
ation? Was the sample representative of the population?

Distant data can also be remediated by asking the data
reporters to put it in context. A story about the selling of young
girls by the Chinese can be put into a greater context. How often
does this situation arise? What percent of the population experi-
ences this? What are the environmental conditions that produce
this behavior? More data do not let us off the moral hook of
responding to egregious situations but more data allow us to
make more informed mental models about the frequency and
danger of a situation.

What makes stereotypes go so wrong? Stereotyping (making
judgments about others with the same characteristics) is a very
effective survival strategy in certain settings for certain animals.
Stereotypes of other people are a form of “data clumping.” Taylor
Cox points out that there are two pitfalls with stereotyping. “First,
it is vitally important that your assumptions about the characteris-
tics of the group are accurate.” And later he points out the second
pitfall, “…the assumption that any particular member of a group
will be characteristic of the group.” 

I suggest we fail as “stereotypers” in four ways. First we rely
on single instances or a very slim number of occurrences to gen-
eralize to an entire population. We do not get enough data to
make a generalization that can then be tested, which leads to our
second failing as “stereotypers.”

Second we do not make room for individual difference in our
stereotypes. We meet people with preconceived notions about
who they are and what they will do. These notions block us from
discovering the extraordinary range of human behavior and char-
acteristics. These notions block us from meeting people as fully
themselves, not just as a member of a group.

Third, we use data that is “polluted” by screens and filters
such as pre-existing biases. We hear information that is loaded
with innuendo, opinion, and emotion. If the information comes
from people we love or trust, we tend to accept the non-factual
aspects of the information as appropriate and right. Changing this
requires significant work in effective listening and self-confidence
in forming one’s own opinions.

Fourth and most importantly, we use stereotypes as rationales
for treating people badly, denying them access to resources, and
creating unjust social conditions. The continued oppression of
African-Americans in the United States, through both subtle and
not so subtle means, comes out of deep prejudices based on
imbedded stereotypes. This institutionalized use of stereotypes is
so beautifully exposed when the tables are turned in the film, White
Man’s Burden, in which Whites are the oppressed and Blacks are
at the top of the hierarchy. (Nakano, 1995)

APPLICATION

With client organizations, this model is best used in diver-
sity training and then as a shared mental model for breaking
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through stereotyping behavior. It can serve as a safe way to dis-
cuss how to “increase reliable data points” about one another and
different demographic groups. People feel affirmed in their natu-
ral tendency to stereotype but also encouraged to find new data
and challenge their own assumptions. Using this model with key
influencers, such as HR leaders, to change their data and aware-
ness has a strong influence on the organization and is the best
place to start. 

In one large organization I taught this model to the core
human resource staff. In a classroom setting, the group explored
their own data, their internal clients’ data, and how their data sets
might or might not be impacting the entire organization’s ability to
recruit and retain a more diverse population. One of the HR prac-
titioners commented, “Now I see why my client can’t diversify their
clerical staff.” Another commented, ”I never thought about how I
stereotype so quickly.” 

However, this mental model should serve as only one part of
a diversity training conceptual map. I add Kate Kirkham’s work on
depth and breadth of awareness, as well as the Anti-Defamation
League’s World of Difference program. Ultimately, organizational
diversity work calls for not just individual awareness but also sys-
temic changes such as revising policies and procedures that are
producing exclusion and bias. This is often harder work.

POTENTIAL FUTURE RESEARCH

The conceptual framework advanced in this paper is based
on an amalgamation of anecdotal evidence and theoretical read-
ings, not on primary research. It would be helpful to test whether
immediate, proximate, and distant data are sources of stereotyp-
ing, and if each data has the attributes mentioned earlier. Poten-
tial research questions of interest are:

� What constitutes proximate data for stereotyping? How far
from the “stereotyper” does proximate data go? Is it only
two degrees of separation or further?

� Is distant data defined broadly enough? What are other
sources of distant data?

� Which type of data is relied on most heavily by individuals
in making decisions about people different than them-
selves?

� Which type of data is most easily corrected, if the person’s
data produces erroneous bias?

� How durable is each type of data? Stereotypes based on
which data are easiest or hardest to overcome?

� How does this proposed typography fit with existing
research on attribution errors, institutional bias, selective
perception and other related topics?

Research could be done through a variety of studies, rang-
ing from case studies to quantitative research. For example, a
demographically representative sample of people could be polled
on their stereotypes about other racial groups. The survey could
ask on what basis those stereotypes are formed, and then the
answers could be sorted into immediate, proximate, and distant
data bundles. Patterns and frequencies could be calculated.

A second step in the research could be to provide counter-
vailing information about the racial groups and then test for
changes in the sample population’s stereotypes.

SUMMARY

Stereotyping will be with us as long as human beings exist
and interact with each other. Every group has stereotypes about
other groups with which they interact, including within their own
racial group. Thais will say that the Chinese are money hoarders.
Guatemalans report that Mexicans drink too much. And the list
goes on around the globe; no ethnic or racial group is exempt.

Since stereotypes are all too often used for malevolent or
oppressive ends, if people can be made aware of their stereo-
types and the data errors that generate them, perhaps we can all
take pause, reflect, and release our fears to explore the potential
of the immediate relationship with the person in front of us. ■
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