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The research investigates the impact of group entitativity on social
attribution. Perceivers confronted with a group high in entita-
tivity more readily call on an underlying essence to explain people’s
behavior. We adapted Ross, Amabile, and Steinmetz’s overat-
tribution paradigm to a group setting. Participants were randomly
selected to join a group of questioners, answerers, or observers in
a quiz game. Unknown to the contestants, their group was
presented to the observers as an entity or as an aggregate. As
predicted, group entitativity promoted the use of dispositional
attributions for the behavior of group members. These findings
suggest that the explanation of group members’ behavior is more
likely to remain situation insensitive whenever perceivers share
the naive theory that underlying features characterize the group.

The discussion focuses on the impact of social attribution in the
emergence of stereotypes and examines the role of subjective
essentialism in social categorization and rationalization.

Given the impact of stereotypes on everyday life, it is
hardly surprising that a better understanding of the
emergence of stereotypic beliefs stands as a key preoccu-
pation for social psychologists. In fact, the current litera-
ture suggests a variety of ways to look at stereotypes
(Fiske, 1993b; Hamilton & Sherman, 1994; Hilton & von
Hippel, 1996; Leyens, Yzerbyt, & Schadron, 1994; Mac-
rae, Stangor, & Hewstone, 1996; Oakes, Haslam, &
Turner, 1994). As a case in point, our subjective essen-
tialistic perspective (Yzerbyt, Rocher, & Schadron, 1997)
suggests that stereotypes are best seen as dispositional
characteristics attributed to groups. In other words, per-
ceivers may sometimes explain the uniformity in the
behaviors of the members of a given group by postulat-
ing the presence of shared enduring features. In the
present article, we extend the work on the overattribu-
tion bias from the individual level to the group level. We

propose that observers tend to overlook the situational
constraints impinging on the members of a group when-
ever their group comes across as being a coherent whole
or an entity (Campbell, 1958). By demonstrating the
combined impact of social attribution and group entita-
tivity on the emergence of stereotypic beliefs, we hope
to emphasize the rationalization function of stereotypes.

From Person Attribution to Social Attribution

Researchers in person perception have long shown
that, when people explain behaviors, they largely under-
estimate the impact of situational factors and, in con-
trast, overestimate the weight of person characteristics
(Jones & Harris, 1967; for reviews, see Gilbert & Malone,
1995; Jones, 1990; Ross, 1977; Ross & Nisbett, 1991).
Ross, Amabile, and Steinmetz (1977) offered a decep-
tively simple illustration of this overattribution bias or
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fundamental attribution error. Randomly designated
questioners, answerers, and observers all took part in a
quiz game. As predicted, both answerers and observers
later rated the questioner to be more knowledgeable
than the answerer, despite the fact that role assignment
was explicitly random (Sande, Ellard, & Ross, 1986).

One very interesting aspect of the overattribution bias
is that perceivers come to refer to an underlying property
of the target person to account for the observed behav-
ior. For example, there is an unmistakable tendency of
social perceivers to call on the trait of honesty to account
for a person’s bringing a lost wallet to the police station.
In other words, the essentialistic assumption—that some
dispositional property of the actor or some essential
feature lies at the heart of an event—can be seen as a
central aspect of social perception. Although most of the
attribution research focused on the distinction between
person characteristics and environmental factors, it
should be acknowledged that Heider (1958) considered
perceivers’ search for meaning as a quest for any invari-
ance that could account for the observed behavior. This
means that group membership may very well meet the
requirements of a valid invariant factor. In other words,
we propose that social categories may constitute stable
causal factors in the explanation of other people’s behav-
ior (see also Pettigrew, 1979). Despite the intuitive ap-
peal of such a claim, the evidence showing that blaming
the group membership of the actor could be as much an
internal attribution as referring to the personality char-
acteristics of the actor remains scarce (for an exception,
see Deschamps, 1973-1974).

Most explicit in linking social categorization with at-
tribution, social identity theorists have argued that
group membership is not merely a kind of background
factor but, instead, stands as an important dispositional
aspect of the person (Oakes, 1987). Oakes, Turner, and
Haslam (1991), adapting the who-said-what paradigm
(Taylor, Fiske, Etcoff, & Ruderman, 1978), presented
participants with six students, three from arts and three
from science. The six target students expressed their
views about social life on campus and hard work accord-
ing to several prearranged conditions. In two conflict
conditions, the three arts students expressed views oppo-
site to those expressed by the science students, either
consistent with respective ambient stereotypes or oppo-
site to participants’ stereotypic expectations. In two de-
viance conditions, one art student held views different
from all five others. Whereas for half of the participants
the deviant was the only one to match the stereotype of
arts students, the remaining participants heard the devi-
ant express counterstereotypic views. Although very high
internal attributions were observed in both the conflict-
stereotypic and the deviant-counterstereotypic condi-
tions, there was also a sharp difference between these
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two conditions. Indeed, whereas the deviant-counter-
stereotypic combination led to strong personal attribu-
tion, the conflict-stereotypic combination led to strong
group membership attribution.

As we see them, Oakes et al.’s (1991) findings suggest
that social categories may be appraised as a valid internal
locus of attribution, but they leave the question of the
emergence of stereotypes unanswered. Participants ob-
viously relied on preexisting stereotypic expectations to
make sense of the students’ behaviors. When the actor
was the sole member of the group to claim counter-
stereotypic views, participants made personal attribu-
tions. When the same target person happened to be in
line with the group stereotype in a group-conflict situ-
ation, participants credit group membership. In short,
although we agree with Oakes et al. that group member-
ship can be seen as a legitimate internal attribution, we
think that a more convincing case needs to be made.
What needs to be shown is that shared group member-
ship stands as a tempting causal factor independent of
prior knowledge about the specific groups.

In the following section, we argue that perceivers deal
with meaningful social entities very much like they han-
dle information about individual targets. Extending the
notion of the essence of an individual actor in the overat-
tribution bias, we would thus like to show that essential-
ism is involved in group perception as well. Specifically,
when members of a group take a particular line of action
and that group is perceived to be a coherent social entity,
perceivers may well underestimate the causal role of the
environment and credit instead some underlying dispo-
sition of the group members. We thus propose that the
way people explain other people’s behavior, that is, their
attributional work, is directly affected by the extent to
which the actors are perceived to be members of an
entitative group. As such, social attribution, that is, the
process of explaining other people’s behavior in terms
of their shared group characteristics, may well be the
process by which a group acquires a specific essence,
thereby playing a crucial role in the emergence of stereo-
typic beliefs.

Entitativity in Individuals and Groups

Daily encounters provide evidence aplenty that peo-
ple treat other individuals as entities. As the work on
impression formation and attribution demonstrates, so-
cial perceivers expect to find coherence and unity in
others’ behaviors. People’s basic aim of coherence ex-
plains why they so easily and so quickly form unified
impressions of other individuals (Anderson & Sedikides,
1991; Asch, 1946; Park, DeKay, & Kraus, 1994). Similarly,
attribution theorists celebrate the status of individuals as
meaningful entities when they posit that perceivers aim
at uncovering the dispositional characteristics of people
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