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THE EMERGENCE OF CONSENSUS IN STEREOTYPES OF
STUDENTS’ AND MANAGERS’ DRESSING STYLES

FaBIO SANI AND LOUISE THOMPSON
University of Dundee, Scotland

We conducted an experiment demonstrating that the way in which students stereotype
themselves and managers in terms of dressing style becomes more consensual when these
stereotypes are (i) formed within an intergroup context, and (ii) created via interaction
premised upon shared social identity. This is because the way people dress is often related to their
collective identity (Davis, 1992), and because dressing styles may be used as a potent symbol of
shared beliefs and values. These findings are consistent with the analysis of stereotyping put
forward by self-categorization theorists.
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One of the crucial issues concerning stereotypes is whether it should be
assumed that they are individual beliefs or whether they should be seen as inher-
ently collective. As Schneider (1996) puts it: “the issue is, of course, not whether
some beliefs about other groups are held widely — clearly many are — but rather
whether this should be a defining feature of stereotypes” (p. 430). In other
words, does it make sense to claim that an individual, qua individual and inde-
pendently from any group membership, holds a stereotype of a social group? Or
should the term “stereotype” be applied only to those beliefs about social groups
that are widely shared?

The social cognition approach (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1981; Fiske & Taylor,
1991) tends to account for stereotypes as products of individual cognitive
processes. This assumption has been explicitly endorsed by Mackie, Hamilton,
Susskind and Rosselli (1997, p. 41) who state that a stereotype is a cognitive
structure, “meaning that it resides in the head of the individual perceiver. In
contrast to other definitions that emphasize the shared nature of stereotypic be-
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696 WE ARE WHAT WE WEAR
liefs systems, in our view the degree of consensus of any given belief is an
empirical issue, rather than a definitional property” (p. 42). These authors justify
their opinion by arguing that each individual’s experience is unique, therefore
each individual’s social stereotype might also be different. They contend that the
reason that the content of many social stereotypes tends to become widely
shared among members of various groups is that stereotype formation is mass-
ively influenced by a common social context.

This view has been criticized by proponents of self-categorization theory
(SCT; Haslam et al. 1998; Oakes, Haslam, & Turner, 1994). For instance,
Haslam (1997) defines the social cognition approach as a “common informa-
tional input model of stereotype sharedness”, since it suggests that “shared
stereotypes arise from shared experiences that provide the common informa-
tional input upon which generic processes of information-processing and social
learning set to work™ (p. 125). He rejects this model and argues that the idea that
two people who are exposed to identical experience will have identical reactions
is not only theoretically but also empirically questionable. For instance, the same
racist propaganda has different effects on racists and non-racists.

The alternative proposal of Haslam and colleagues is that, rather than deriving
from exposure to similar information, shared stereotypes result from common
group membership that structures information-processing. More specifically, it
is argued that when a collection of individuals share the same subjective identi-
fication with a social group, they will be depersonalised (they will feel similar
and interchangeable on identity-relevant dimensions), and therefore will expect
to agree on issues concerned with group identity, including their representation
of the ingroup and relevant outgroups. This expectation to agree will turn into a
motivation to reach agreement, and so the group members will engage in a pro-
cess of discussion and argumentation which will tend to eliminate disagreement
and to lead to a common perspective.

These ideas imply that stereotype consensus should be enhanced (1) by factors
which increase the salience of the shared social identity of a group of perceivers,
and (2) by group discussion premised upon the shared social identity and rele-
vant to the stereotype, as this gives rise to mutual social influence (Haslam et al.
1998).

To test these hypotheses, Haslam et al. (1998) asked Australian participants
to stereotype Australians (the ingroup), either compared to Americans (inter-
group context) or without comparing them with any other group (intragroup con-
text). Moreover, participants were asked to perform this task either individually
or via group discussion. Consistent with predictions, it was found that (a)
Australian participants were more consensual when stereotyping Australians
compared to American people (intergroup context) than when stereotyping
only Australians (intragroup context), and that (b) when stereotypes were formed
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via group discussion, rather than individually, both the stereotype of Aus-
tralians alone and the stereotype of Australians compared to Americans were
more consensual than when they were formed individually.

The present authors believe that the view held by SCT is an enlightening one,
but they also contend that it remains to be established whether those findings can
be generalized to other social groups and contexts. Our aim in this paper was to
test SCT’s view of stereotype consensus using less inclusive social groups (i.e.,
“students” as the ingroup and “managers” as the outgroup) and exploring stereo-
types based on a more specific and perceptual dimension (i.e., “dressing style”
rather than “psychological traits”). The assumption was made that, because the
way people dress is often related to their collective identity (Davis, 1992; Joseph,
1986) and because dressing styles may be used as a potent symbol of shared
beliefs and values, as well as a device to clarify and perceptually accentuate dif-
ferences between members of different groups (Hatch, 1993; Pratt & Rafaeli,
1997), the stereotypes of student and managerial dressing style should become
more consensual when such stereotypes are formed within an intergroup context,
and when they are created via interaction premised upon shared social identity.

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS AND DESIGN

Ninety undergraduate students at the University of Dundee (UK) participated
in the experiment whilst attending a compulsory lecture. Participants were
assigned to one of three independent conditions in which they individually had
to stereotype either students alone (intragroup context), students in contrast to
managers (explicit intergroup context), or managers alone (implicit intergroup
context). The authors define the context in the third condition as an implicit in-
tergroup context because, in accordance with self-categorization theory, it can
be assumed that stereotyping an outgroup cannot be done without implicitly
referring to the ingroup. This task was then repeated in small groups of three
with 10 groups participating in each condition. Therefore, the study had a 3
(stereotyped group: students/managers/students-not-managers) x 2 (experimen-
tal phase: individual/group) factorial design with repeated measures on the sec-
ond factor.

MATERIALS AND PROCEDURE

At the start of each experimental session participants were given a checklist
modeled on that compiled by Katz and Braly (1933). This checklist consisted of
52 adjectives related with the way in which people may dress (e.g., trendy, fash-
ionable, funky, glamorous, gothic, biker). Depending on the condition to which
they had been assigned, participants were asked to describe the way in which
either “students” or “students in contrast to managers” or “managers” typically
dress. They did so by underlining the 16 adjectives that described the target
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group and then marking with an “X” the five words most typical of people in
that group. Subsequently, participants in each condition were divided up ran-
domly into small groups of three individuals, and each group was given a single
checklist. They were asked to discuss their target group for 10 minutes, and to
consensually select five adjectives to be assigned to the target group by following
the same procedure as in the individual phase.

PREDICTIONS

It was predicted that: (1) in the first condition stereotypes would be less con-
sensually held than in the second and third conditions, as SCT assumes that an
intragroup context makes social identity less salient than an intergroup context;
(2) in the group phase of the experiment, consensus would be generally higher
than in the individual phase stereotypes, because SCT assumes that interaction
premised upon shared social identity increases stereotype consensus.

RESULTS

The adjectives chosen to describe students in the intragroup context were less

consensually endorsed than were both those selected to describe managers
(implicit intergroup context) and those selected to describe students in contrast
to managers (explicit intergroup context). Furthermore, this difference was
exceptionally marked at the group phase. On average, 35% of individuals and
46% of groups endorsed the five most commonly selected adjectives for students
in the intragroup context, whilst the first five adjectives for managers (implicit
intergroup context) were assigned by 63% of individuals and 74% of groups, and
the first five adjectives for students in the explicit intergroup context were
assigned by 43% of individuals and by 62% of groups.
In order to provide appropriate analysis of these results, a measure of the extent
to which the adjectives selected by each participant in the individual phase, or by
each group of three participants in the group phase of the experiment, con-
tributed to intersubject (or intergroup) consensus in the stereotype that arose in
each condition was calculated. In accordance with the procedure used by Haslam
et al. (1998), the consensus coefficient was obtained by counting the number of
times each adjective selected by a participant (or by a group) was also selected
by other participants (or other groups) in the same condition, and by dividing this
number by the maximum number of times that those adjectives could have been
selected by other participants (or other groups) (i.e., N - 1). Thus, the consensus
coefficient has a minimum value of 0.00 and a maximum value of 1.00. How-
ever, in order to allow comparison between the two phases of the study,
consensus coefficients of participants in the individual phase of the study were
averaged. See Table 1 for adjectives assigned to groups and for the mean
consensus in each condition.



WE ARE WHAT WE WEAR 699

TABLE 1
ASSIGNMENT OF ADJECTIVES TO GROUPS AS A FUNCTION OF STEREOTYPED GROUP AND
EXPERIMENTAL PHASE.

Experimental % % top 5 % groups % top 5 Consensus Consensus

condition individuals individuals groups coefficient coefficient
individuals groups

Students 35 46 0.10 0.19

Urban 66 80

For comfort 37 40

Baggy 30 20

Contrived casual 23 40

Fashionable 20 40

Scruffy 7 30

Managers 63 74 0.13 0.32

Smart 7 100

Conservative 77 80

Tailored 70 90

Stylish 47 60

Color coordinated 43 40

Shop-specific 23 30

Students-not- 43 620.13 7 0.2

Managers

Urban 63 90

For comfort 43 70

Without thought 37 50

Age specific 37 40

Scruffy 37 10

Original 33 60

Trendy 13 40

Note: % Top 5 refers to the mean percentage of individuals/groups assigning five most commonly
selected adjectives.

Scores were subjected to a 3 (stereotyped group) x 2 (experimental phase)
analysis of variance with repeated measures on the second factor (where N = 10
in both independent conditions). This analysis revealed main effects for both
stereotyped group (F(2, 27) = 88.53, p < 0.01) and experimental phase (F(2,
27) = 58.36, p < 0.01), as well as a two-way interaction between stereotyped
group and experimental phase (F(2, 27) = 4.56, p < 0.01). Analysis of simple
effects showed that in all three conditions stereotypes were more consensual at the
group phase than at the individual phase (students: Ms = 0.19, 0.10 respectively;
t(9) = 2.41, p < 0.05; managers: Ms = 0.27, 0.13 respectively; t(9) = 4.58, p <
0.001; students-not-managers: Ms = 0.32, 0.13 respectively; t(9) = 6.09, p <
0.001.
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DISCUSSION

Results were consistent with the hypotheses on which this study was based. In
fact, it was found that (i) consensus on the stereotype of managers was higher
than consensus on the stereotype of students, that (ii) the stereotype of students
was enhanced where students were judged after managers, and where students
were explicitly contrasted with managers, and that (iii) stereotypes were more
consensual when judgments were made collectively than when they were made
individually. In sum, our results confirm that stereotype sharedness is the result
of shared social identity and of the process of “consensualization” (Haslam,
1997) which stems from it, rather than the result of similar objective experience
and exposure to identical information. We showed also that this is true not only
of stereotypes of very inclusive and wide social groups such as national groups,
but also of less inclusive, more circumscribed professional groups (managers)
and nonprofessional groups (students).
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