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Two studies tested whether racial category labels and lay beliefs
about human traits have a combined effect on people’s percep-
tion of, and memory for, racially ambiguous faces. Participants
saw a morphed target face accompanied by a racial label (Black
or White). Later, they were asked to identify the face from a set of
two new morphed faces, one more Black and the other more White
than the target. As predicted, entity theorists, who believe traits
are immutable, perceived and remembered the target face as con-
sistent with the racial label, whereas incremental theorists, who
believe traits are malleable, perceived and remembered the face as
inconsistent with the racial label. In Study 2, participants also
drew the target face more consistently (entity theorists) or less con-
sistently (incremental theorists) with the racial label. Results of
both studies confirm that social variables can affect how physical
features are seen and remembered.
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Things are what they appear to be; they have just the
qualities that they reveal to sight and touch. The sur-
roundings open themselves to us directly and almost
without deviation, as if we were face to face with objective
reality.

—Asch (1952, pp. 46-47)

What could be as simple as seeing? Seeing is a skill that
most people rely on heavily, trust deeply, and scarcely
recognize as a skill at all. As Solomon Asch notes, lay peo-
ple understand seeing as the passive perception of objec-
tive reality. Yet, visual perception is considerably more
complicated than this lay view suggests. Retinal images

are inherently ambiguous and get resolved in ways most
functional and meaningful to perceivers. Far from
exposing perceivers to any one objective reality, percep-
tion researchers for decades have recognized the process
of visual perception as inherently subjective, construc-
tive, and interpretive (Goldstein, 1999).

Notwithstanding widespread scholarly recognition of
the notion that visual perception is interpretive and sub-
jective, contemporary social psychological research has
failed to pursue the implications of that recognition.
Social psychological research treats social perception as
constructive and malleable yet accepts visual perception
as an unquestioned given. Although person perception
research has highlighted how individual and situational
variables (e.g., attitudes, values, beliefs, and expectan-
cies) shape how people are regarded and how their
actions are interpreted (Allport & Postman, 1947; Darley
& Gross, 1983; Kelley, 1950; Sagar & Schofield, 1980),
the role of such variables in the perception of people’s
physical features has been largely overlooked. Instead of
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being examined as a psychological phenomenon possi-
bly influenced by situational and individual variables,
the perception of people’s physical appearance is seen
simply as the uncontroversial starting point for social
psychological outcomes. Research on race perception
exemplifies this tendency. For the most part, social psy-
chologists have not examined how individuals come to
be seen as members of one racial group versus another
(Eberhardt & Goff, in press). Instead, race is treated as
an objective fact and racial categorization as a “primi-
tive” step occurring so early in the perception process
that it is thought to be beyond the influence of situa-
tional variables (Bruner, 1957).

We challenge these widely held assumptions. We con-
tend that just as individual and situational variables
shape social perception they may also shape visual per-
ception. Specifically, perception of physical characteris-
tics may be influenced by racial category labels and social
beliefs. We argue that the simple act of assigning a racial
label to a face can powerfully influence one’s perception
of, and memory for, that face. The direction of the effect
will depend on people’s pre-existing beliefs or implicit
theories about human traits—whether traits are seen as
immutable and having predictive validity or whether
they are seen as malleable and less predictive. Under-
standing the constructive nature of visual perception
can have important implications for research on social
perception; it might highlight significant and as-yet-
undiscovered factors that help create and maintain
racial stereotypes.

The Effect of Social Labels on
Perception, Judgment, and Evaluation

The present work draws on a long legacy of social psy-
chological research that has demonstrated the different
ways in which social labels are used by perceivers to dis-
ambiguate person perception. Social labels create
expectancies or activate prior beliefs that, in turn, often
lead people to assimilate their judgments to the label
provided. For example, in a classic study Harold Kelley
found that simply labeling an instructor as cold or warm
led students to draw inferences about the instructor’s
behavior that were consistent with the label provided
(Kelley, 1950). Since then, a number of studies have
documented that social judgments assimilate to all
sorts of social labels such as a target person’s socioeco-
nomic status (Darley & Gross, 1983), psychopathology
(Rosenhan, 1973), personality traits (Higgins, Rhodes, &
Jones, 1977), and racial group membership (Sagar &
Schofield, 1980).

Sagar and Schofield (1980) showed that a target per-
son’s physical appearance can influence perceivers’
inferences about the target’s motivations and personal-
ity. Participants were presented with drawings of a target

person performing ambiguous actions. The same
actions were judged to be more aggressive when per-
formed by a Black target than a White target. These
researchers concluded that the physical appearance of
the targets alone activated a particular racial label and
associated stereotypes (e.g., the person is Black and
Blacks are aggressive). These activations influenced
perceivers’ interpretation of the behavior, producing an
assimilation effect on judgments.

Although research on social labels has a long history
in social psychology, almost all of the work has focused
on how social labels lead to expectancy effects and influ-
ence the perception of personality traits and behaviors.
It does not consider whether these labels can affect visual
perception as well. We ask whether racial labels, in par-
ticular, can affect people’s perception of, and memory
for, human faces. Will labeling a racially ambiguous per-
son as Black influence people’s perception of, and mem-
ory for, that person’s physical appearance? We believe
the answer is “yes” and New Look researchers most likely
would have agreed.

During the 1940s and 1950s, New Look researchers
were interested in examining how social variables influ-
ence visual perception. They believed that “all perception
has a social component” and is influenced by perceivers’
desires and expectancies (Bruner & Postman, 1948a,
p. 114). They predicted that stimuli that are meaningful
to perceivers receive the most attention and are also sub-
ject to the most distortion. New Look studies found, for
example, that people consistently overestimated the
physical size of emotionally laden symbols from swastikas
to dollar signs but more accurately judged the size of
emotionally neutral symbols (Bruner & Postman,
1948b). Similarly, people’s ability to differentiate Jewish
from non-Jewish faces (Allport & Kramer, 1946; Elliot &
Wittenberg, 1955; Lindzey & Rogolsky, 1950), their abil-
ity to recognize objects (Bruner & Potter, 1964), and
their memory for visual scenes (Allport & Postman,
1947) were all influenced by prior expectancies and lay
beliefs. The present research is an extension of this
short-lived yet unconventional approach.

The Effect of Individual
Differences in Implicit Theories
on Perception, Judgment, and Evaluation

Our studies investigate the possibility that stable indi-
vidual differences shape the effect of racial labels on face
perception. One such moderating variable may be peo-
ple’s folk theories about the nature of human traits
(even when those theories are implicit, i.e., poorly artic-
ulated). Dweck and colleagues have found that people
differ greatly in the implicit theories they hold about the
nature of human traits (Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997;
Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995; Dweck & Leggett, 1988;
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Erdley & Dweck, 1993; Levy, Plaks, & Dweck, 1999).
Some people (entity theorists) are more likely to think of
traits as immutable properties possessed by individuals.
They view traits as having high predictive validity that can
be used to draw inferences about the underlying, “essen-
tial” properties of people. Trait labels lead entity theo-
rists to focus on trait-relevant and expectancy-consistent
information (see Erdley & Dweck, 1993). They are
unlikely to revise their judgments about people by taking
into account new information that contradicts the trait
labels that serve such an important function for them.

By comparison, other people (incremental theorists)
are more likely to treat trait labels as tentative descrip-
tions subject to revision. They are less likely to imbue
trait information with high predictive validity and to
draw inferences about people’s essential properties
based on traits. Incremental theorists find trait labels
and trait-relevant information less useful and are more
likely to be drawn to new, individuating information
compared to entity theorists. As a result, incremental
theorists are more open to revising their judgments
about people by taking expectancy-inconsistent infor-
mation into account.

Implicit theories about the nature of human traits
have been shown to affect judgments about (a) the self
(Dweck & Leggett, 1988), (b) other individuals (Chiu
et al., 1997; Erdley & Dweck, 1993), and most recently
(c) social groups (Hong, Levy, & Chiu, 2001; Levy,
Stroessner, & Dweck, 1998). For example, Levy et al.
(1998) found that entity theorists are more likely than
incremental theorists to endorse racial stereotypes,
attend to category-based information, and perceive
within-group homogeneity. By contrast, incremental
theorists focus more on individuating information. They
are more interested in the factors that lead people of the
same social group to differ rather than the factors that
lead them to be similar.

Although Dweck and colleagues have focused entirely
on the influence of implicit theories on judgments of
personality traits, we argue that these folk theories also
may play a role in perceptions of people’s physical
appearance. Recent research suggests that perceptions
of physical appearance and personality traits are tightly
linked (Blair, Judd, Sadler, & Jenkins, 2002; Eberhardt &
Goff, in press; Livingston & Brewer, 2002; Maddox &
Gray, 2002; Zebrowitz, 1996). Not only are people aware
that faces vary in how prototypically Black or White they
appear but, more important, perceived differences in
face prototypicality lead to different inferences about
the personality traits possessed by those individuals
(Blair et al., 2002; Purdie & Eberhardt, 2002). In addi-
tion, how much people attend to race-related physical
features (Livingston, 2001) and the meaning they attach
to them (Williams & Eberhardt, 2002) vary across indi-

viduals. These recent findings can be synthesized with
the findings on implicit theories. Entity theorists may be
likely to attend to the race-relevant physical features of
faces and to perceive them in a manner consistent with
the prototype of what Black or White people are thought
to look like. By contrast, incremental theorists may be
less invested in matching race-related physical traits to
racial prototypes and more likely to seek out individuat-
ing information in faces.

Overview of Current Research

We conducted two studies to examine whether racial
labels and stable individual differences together shape
people’s perception of, and memory for, racially ambigu-
ous faces. These faces were created by morphing an
image of a White face with that of a Black face using
morphing software. We manipulated the racial labels
assigned to target faces and presented them to partici-
pants who were entity theorists or incremental theorists.
The racial category information was embedded among
other demographic information ostensibly belonging to
the person whose face participants saw. In both studies,
participants were later asked to identify the target face
from a set of two new faces. Neither new face was identi-
cal to the target yet each was very similar to it. One of the
morphed faces had more of the original Black face in it
than the target (Black foil); the other morphed face had
more of the original White face in it than the target
(White foil). In addition to recognition memory, Study 2
also assessed face perception more directly by asking par-
ticipants to draw the target face while looking at it.

We predicted that entity theorists would use the racial
category label to form expectancies about what the tar-
get face might look like that would then guide their per-
ception and memory of the target once seen. Given the
racial ambiguity of the target face, we predicted that
entity theorists would be surprised that the face they saw
deviated from the prototype implied by the racial label.
They should then pay attention to facial features to see
how they might still fit the racial label. This process
should lead them to perceive and remember the target
face as being more consistent with the racial label than it
actually was, producing an assimilation effect. There-
fore, entity theorists who saw the Black racial label
should later misremember the Black foil as the target
and those who saw the White label should later
misremember the White foil as the target. Entity theo-
rists also should draw the target face more consistently
with the racial label.

In contrast, two competing predictions can be pro-
posed for incremental theorists. One possibility is that
incremental theorists would be indifferent to the racial
label. This possibility is supported by past research show-
ing that trait labels in general are considered less mean-
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ingful to these theorists (Levy et al., 1999). If correct, in
our study, incremental theorists should choose the
White and Black foil equally, regardless of racial label.
They also should draw the face in the same manner,
regardless of racial label.

Yet another possibility is that incremental theorists
may use the racial category label to form expectancies
about what the target might look like, just as entity theo-
rists do. Incremental theorists may be as surprised as
entity theorists by a target face that so clearly deviates
from the prototype that the racial label implies. Racial
labels, even for incremental theorists, may hold some
predictive power because the sheer salience of race in
American culture is likely to draw people’s attention to
racial labels in particular and to evoke prototypes consis-
tent with those labels. Although attentive to racial labels,
incremental theorists also may be attentive to expectancy-
inconsistent information (more so than entity theorists)
and on the basis of that information may revise their pre-
vious predictions. Incremental theorists might be more
willing to abandon the racial label. In an attempt to per-
ceive and remember the face accurately, they might
examine facial features to see how they deviate from the
racial label. For example, they might look at a face
labeled “Black” to see why and how it looks more White
than they had imagined. This process would lead them
to perceive and remember a face as more inconsistent
with the racial label than it actually was, producing a con-
trast effect. If this possibility is correct, incremental theo-
rists who saw the Black label should later misremember
the White foil as the target and those who saw the White
label should later misremember the Black foil as the tar-
get. They should also draw the face consistently less with
the label.

We believe that a contrast effect is more likely than a
null effect for incremental theorists for two reasons. First,
Erdley and Dweck (1993) have shown that when incre-
mental theorists are confronted with new, expectancy-
inconsistent information, they revise their judgments
away from the original expectancy. Second, Wegener
and Petty’s (1995) flexible correction model proposes
that when people hold a naïve theory that their percep-
tion or judgment of a target may become overly biased
because of the context, they attempt to correct their
judgment in a direction opposite to the perceived bias.
Applying this theory to our research, once incremental
theorists see the racially ambiguous face, they may
become concerned that the racial label (i.e., the con-
text) has interfered with their ability to accurately per-
ceive and remember the uniqueness of the target face. In
an attempt to overcome this perceived bias, they may
focus on facial features for the purpose of understand-
ing how these features are inconsistent with the racial
label.

METHOD: STUDY 1 AND 2

Participants

For both studies, White undergraduates at Stanford
University were recruited in exchange for $6 or course
credit. For Study 1, 83 students were recruited. Of those
recruited, 4 were eliminated because of computer mal-
functions, 4 failed to follow instructions, 2 did not com-
plete the implicit theories measure administered earlier
in the quarter, and 5 did not self-identify as White Ameri-
can. This left us with a total of 68 participants (34
women, 32 men, 2 unspecified). For Study 2, 45 students
were recruited. Of those recruited, 1 was eliminated for
not following instructions and 2 did not self-identify as
White American. This left us with 42 participants (26
women and 16 men).

Stimulus Materials

The stimuli used for both Studies 1 and 2 were created
by morphing a colored photograph of a Black man’s face
with a White man’s face using Elastic Reality (a computer
morphing program). The faces were of clean-shaven,
young adult men with neutral facial expressions. Each of
two continua was created by morphing the face of a
Black man together with the face of a White man in dif-
ferent proportions so as to create a series of 41 faces that
appeared to move slowly from one race to another. From
each continuum, we chose the face that 50% of pilot par-
ticipants categorized as Black and the remaining 50%
categorized as White. These two faces served as our
racially ambiguous targets. From each continuum, the
face that 80% of pilot participants categorized as Black
served as our Black foil and the face that 80% of pilot par-
ticipants categorized as White served as our White foil.
Using this piloting procedure, we developed two sets of
stimuli, each with one target and two foils (see Figure 1).

Design

Both studies took the form of a 2 (racial label: Black
vs. White) × 2 (implicit theory: entity vs. incremental)
factorial design where both factors were varied between
subjects. The primary dependent measures were face
recognition memory (as measured by a foil-choice task)
and face perception (as measured by a drawing task).

Procedure

Participants’ implicit theories of human traits were
measured using an eight-item scale developed by Levy
and Dweck (1997) and reported in Levy et al. (1998).
The scale has high internal reliability (with alphas rang-
ing from .93 to .95 across various studies). Some scale
items are designed such that entity theorists are likely to
agree (e.g., people can do things differently but the
important parts of who they are can’t really be changed),
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whereas other items are designed such that incremental
theorists are likely to agree (e.g., no matter what kind of
person someone is, they can always change a lot). We
administered this measure as part of a questionnaire
packet given to undergraduates near the beginning of
the academic quarter.

Later in the quarter, participants were tested individu-
ally in a small laboratory room in the Department of Psy-
chology at Stanford University. One of two White experi-
menters (one male, one female) guided them through
the procedure. Participants were asked to read a descrip-
tion of the “memory” study on the computer screen.
They read about our interest in the various components
of short-term memory and how those components inter-
act. They read further that we were interested in whether
memory for human faces interacts with memory for ver-
bal and numerical information associated with those
faces. They were informed that they would first see infor-
mation about a person, which they would be asked to
memorize. Next, the person’s face would appear on the
computer screen and remain there for 10 s. They were
asked to pay attention to the face and to try to remember
it as well as they could for a memory test to be given later
in the study.

After completing the study description, the experi-
menter pressed the space bar so that the computer pro-
gram would continue and left the room. At this time,
demographic information about the target person
appeared on the computer screen for 40 s as participants
attempted to memorize it. The demographic informa-
tion included the target person’s sex, race, age, height,
weight, hair color, eye color, date of birth, and social
security number. All of the demographic information
remained constant across conditions with the exception
of race. Half of the participants were told that the person
was Black (Black label condition), whereas the remain-
ing participants were told that the person was White
(White label condition). Half of the participants in each
racial label condition were entity theorists and the other
half were incremental theorists. Next, participants were
shown one of the two racially ambiguous target faces
used in the study. The target face remained on the
screen for 10 s. Again, which target face they were shown
was randomly determined with the exception that an
equal number of entity and incremental theorists were
shown each face.

The experimenter then gave participants a 2-min
break during which time they were asked to play an elec-
tronic memory game called “Simon.” After the break,
they completed a demographic recall measure that
asked them to recall all of the demographic information
and to report recall difficulty, confidence, and any mem-
ory strategies employed. The demographic recall mea-

sure was a paper-and-pencil questionnaire that served as
a manipulation check for the racial label presentation.

After completing the demographic recall measure,
participants were informed that two faces were about to
appear on the computer screen. Face A would appear on
the left and Face B would appear on the right. They were
told that one of these faces would be the face they saw
earlier in the study and the other face might look similar
but was actually a different face. Participants were
instructed to press one of two keys on the computer key-
board (labeled A or B) as quickly as possible to indicate
which face matched the original face. In fact, neither
face was the target. One face was morphed so that it con-
tained more of the original Black face than the target
(Black foil) and the other was morphed so that it con-
tained more of the original White face than the target
(White foil). The foil label (Face A or Face B) and the
side of the computer screen on which the foil appeared
(left or right) were counterbalanced across participants.
After choosing the face, participants completed a face
recognition measure that asked them to report face rec-
ognition difficulty, confidence, any memory strategies
employed, and any differences they noticed between the
target face and the other face presented during the face
recognition task. In Study 1, participants went on to com-
plete a “surprise” measure (see below). In Study 2, partic-
ipants took another 2-min break and then completed a
drawing task before completing the surprise measure.

The drawing task required Study 2 participants to
draw the (target) face as well as they could while the
image remained onscreen. They were told that not every
participant saw the same (target) face. They were told
that their task was to draw the face well enough so that
people in a future study could successfully match their
drawing to the correct (target) face shown. To increase
participants’ motivation to draw as accurately as possi-
ble, they were told that those who did the best job on the
drawing task would be eligible for a $20 cash prize. To
draw the face, participants were given an erasable black-
ink pen and a piece of blank paper with instructions at
the top. Participants were given 4 min to complete the
drawing task. The target face remained on the computer
screen for the entire 4 min.

Next, participants in both studies were asked to com-
plete a “surprise” measure. For Study 1, participants
were asked how surprised they were that the person they
were shown was Black (White), how much the person
looked like what they expected him to based on the
demographic information given, how similar the person
looked to other Black (White) people they could think
of, how likely they would have been to think the person
was Black (White) without being told his race, and how
difficult it was to tell the person’s race from looking at his
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face. For Study 2, participants completed a one-item sur-
prise measure that asked how surprised they were that
the person they were shown was Black (White). After
completing this measure, participants were debriefed,
thanked, and compensated for their time. The entire
procedure took approximately 25 to 30 min. After test-
ing all of the participants needed for Study 2, the experi-
menter randomly selected a winner of the $20 cash prize.

RESULTS

A primary prediction was that entity theorists would
assimilate to the racial label in their choice of foil in the
memory task, whereas incremental theorists would con-
trast. In the Black label condition, choosing a Black foil
was recorded as an assimilation effect and choosing a
White foil was recorded as a contrast effect. In the White
label condition, choosing a White foil was recorded as an
assimilation effect, whereas choosing a Black foil was
recorded as a contrast effect.

Manipulation Check

We included the demographic recall measure in both
studies as a manipulation check to be sure that partici-
pants had noticed the race of the target person they were
shown. Examination of the race recall data revealed that
participants were aware of the racial label; 96% (Study 1)
and 98% (Study 2) of participants recalled the racial
label correctly. The pattern of results did not change
when we excluded from the analyses the 3 participants
(Study 1) or the 1 participant (Study 2) who incorrectly
recalled the racial label. Even though almost all partici-
pants recalled the label correctly, none of them explicitly
mentioned using the race of the target face as a strategy
for the face identification task. All participants reported
that both foil options seemed plausible. All participants
believed that one of the foils was the target face originally
shown. Across the two studies, only 2 participants even
reported noticing possible racial differences between
the two foils.

Face Recognition

We categorized participants as incremental or entity
theorists by applying a median split to their scores on the
Levy et al. (1998) measure of implicit theories. A chi-
square analysis of implicit theory by foil choice indicated
that implicit theory significantly influenced the foil
choice participants made in the memory task, both in
Study 1, χ2(1, N = 66) = 3.75, p < .05, and in Study 2, χ2(1,
N = 42) = 4.75, p < .03. Consistent with our prediction,
entity theorists were significantly likely to assimilate to
the racial label, whereas incremental theorists were sig-
nificantly likely to contrast away from it (see Table 1).

Face Perception

In Study 2, a drawing task was employed as a more direct
measure of online perceptual processing. Although peo-
ple differ considerably in their drawing ability, we pre-
dicted that race-relevant information would be conveyed
in many of the drawings produced. We predicted that
entity theorists would draw faces that would be judged to
be more consistent with the racial label, whereas incre-
mental theorists would draw faces that were judged to be
less consistent with the racial label.

Judges used for drawing ratings. A community sample of
26 New York City residents (17 women, 9 men) was used
to judge the race of faces in the drawings. Judges were
blind both to the experimental hypotheses and the racial
label condition of the participants who drew the faces.
All judges were White American.

Method used for judges. Judges were told that in an ear-
lier experiment people had been shown Black and
White male faces with the instruction to draw those faces
to the best of their ability. Judges were then given a book-
let of 42 drawings randomly numbered from 1 through
42 together with a questionnaire in which they were
instructed to indicate (a) whether the person in the
drawing was Black or White and (b) how confident they
felt about their judgments (using a 7-point scale). To
protect against the possibility of order effects, two ran-
dom orders of drawings were created. After completing
the task, judges were debriefed and excused with thanks.

Drawing results. The drawing data were analyzed by
dummy coding the judges’ racial categorization judg-
ments (–1 = White, +1 = Black) and multiplying these cat-
egorization judgments by the judges’ confidence judg-
ments (1 = not at all confident, 7 = extremely confident). This
allowed us to analyze the drawing data as a continuous
dependent variable ranging from –7 (extremely confident
that the drawing is of a White person) to +7 (extremely confi-
dent that the drawing is of a Black person). As can be seen in
Figure 2, ratings by naïve judges confirmed that partici-
pants who were entity theorists were more likely to draw
faces that assimilated to the racial label provided,
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TABLE 1: Assimilation and Contrast Responses as a Function of Im-
plicit Theory (Studies 1 and 2)

Assimilation Contrast N

Study 1 Incremental theorists 34% 66% 35
Entity theorists 58% 42% 31
χ2(1, N = 66) = 3.75, p < .05

Study 2 Incremental theorists 36% 64% 22
Entity theorists 70% 30% 20
χ2(1, N = 42) = 4.75, p < .03



whereas incremental theorists were more likely to draw
faces that contrasted away from the racial label provided.
The two-way interaction between implicit theory and
racial label was highly significant, F(1, 38) = 8.15, p =
.007. Specifically, entity theorists who received a Black
label drew faces that were later rated as “more Black” by
judges compared to entity theorists who received a
White label, F(1, 39) = 36.34, p = 4.7 × 10.–7 By contrast,
incremental theorists who received a Black label drew
faces that were later rated as “more White” by judges
compared to incremental theorists who received a White
label, F(1, 39) = 47.86, p = 2.8 × 10.–8 Figure 3 shows sam-
ple drawings of two different participants who saw the
identical target face under different labeling conditions.
The drawing on the left was produced by an entity theo-
rist in the Black label condition. The drawing on the
right was produced by an entity theorist in the White
label condition.

Additional Measures

No differences in task difficulty, confidence, or reac-
tion time were expected or found. Participants rated
how confident they were that they had identified the
(target) face accurately (1 = not at all confident, 7 =
extremely confident) as well as how difficult it was to identify
the (target) face (1 = not at all difficult, 7 = extremely diffi-
cult). As predicted, in Studies 1 and 2, both entity and
incremental theorists were moderately confident about
their performance on the face recognition task (Study 1:
entity theorists’ M = 3.55, incremental theorists’ M =
3.69; Study 2: entity theorists’ M = 4.00, incremental the-
orists’ M = 3.95; t < 1). In Studies 1 and 2, both entity and
incremental theorists rated the foil choice task as rather
difficult (Study 1: entity theorists’ M = 5.59, incremental
theorists’ M = 5.09; Study 2: entity theorists’ M = 4.75,
incremental theorists’ M = 5.45; ns). Reaction time to
complete the foil choice task did not differ between
entity and incremental theorists in Study 1 or in Study 2
(Study 1: entity theorists’ M = 8.23 s, incremental theo-
rists’ M = 8.77 s; Study 2: entity theorists’ M = 11.54 s,
incremental theorists’ M = 10.86 s; t < 1).

Although entity and incremental theorists differed
dramatically in their face recognition responses as a
function of the racial label provided, as predicted, they
were equally surprised by the target’s appearance (t < 1).
In Study 1, the overall means on the surprise measure
were 4.94 and 4.88, respectively (1 = not at all surprised, 7 =
extremely surprised). In Study 2, the means on the one-item
surprise measure were 4.35 and 3.57, respectively.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The visual perception of race is often treated as obvi-
ous and straightforward. Yet, we have argued through-
out this article that seeing race is conditioned by what

people expect to see as well as their well-practiced habits
of seeing. Across two studies, we have shown that racial
labels and implicit theories can affect how participants
see and remember racially ambiguous faces. Whereas
entity theorists responded to the racial label by assimilat-
ing the face to it, incremental theorists responded by
contrasting the face away. In Study 2, we found that par-
ticipants not only remembered faces differently based
on labels and implicit theories, they actually saw the faces
differently based on labels and implicit theories. Entity
theorists were more likely to draw faces that were later
rated by judges as consistent with the racial label seen by
these theorists. Incremental theorists were more likely to
draw faces that were later rated by judges as inconsistent
with the racial label seen by these theorists. Although
participants were highly motivated to produce accurate
drawings (given the instructions and financial incen-
tive), implicit theories and racial labels prompted partic-
ipants to render dramatically different representations
of the same faces, even while these faces remained avail-
able for visual inspection.

As predicted, almost all participants noticed and
accurately recalled the racial label. As predicted, both
entity and incremental theorists found the target face
equally surprising and expectancy inconsistent. In fact,
the target face was chosen precisely because it did not fit
the prototype for how a Black or White face is expected
to look. Although entity and incremental theorists
attended to the same racial labels and (due to those
labels) judged the target face to be expectancy inconsis-
tent, their reaction to this inconsistency differed sub-
stantially. Entity theorists encoded and remembered the
face in line with the racial label in spite of the inconsis-
tency, focusing on the ways that the face still fit the proto-
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Figure 2 Judges’ race judgments as a function of racial label and im-
plicit theory (Study 2).



type. However, incremental theorists revised and redi-
rected their judgments in line with the inconsistent
information, focusing on the ways that the face did not
fit the prototype.

Racial labels and implicit theories affected both face
perception and recognition memory. Yet, people typi-

cally are unaware of the extent to which visual percep-
tion and memory are shaped by beliefs about social
groups. Although entity theorists tend to believe that
human traits are static, entity theorists’ memory and per-
ception of facial features dramatically changed as a func-
tion of the racial labels provided. The faces they were
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Figure 3 Sample drawings of two participants shown the identical target face (Study 2).



shown came to more closely resemble the racial proto-
type implied by the label. Although incremental theo-
rists tend to believe that trait labels are relatively insignif-
icant and do not point to enduring properties of a
person, incremental theorists’ memory and perception
of facial features were heavily shaped by the racial labels
we provided as well. The faces they were shown came to
less closely resemble the racial prototype implied by the
label. The responses of both entity and incremental the-
orists clearly were affected by the racial label (albeit in
different ways) despite the fact that their theories about
human traits differ so greatly and despite the fact that
almost none of them were aware of the role that racial
labels played in their responses. It is as though the racial
labels operated as an invisible magnet, attracting entity
theorists yet simultaneously repelling incremental
theorists.

In 1954, Gordon Allport argued that “the visible point
of physical difference is made the magnet for all sorts of
imaginary ascriptions” (p. 109). Here we argue that
social imagination is not only affected by physical differ-
ence but it is active in creating and maintaining the per-
ception of those differences. This may be especially true
for entity theorists. Across both of the present studies,
entity theorists were more likely to show an assimilation
effect than were incremental theorists. The target faces
entity theorists were shown, to some extent, were reinter-
preted to “fit” the racial group of which those faces were
thought to belong, despite the fact that initially the faces
did not look like what participants expected. Assimila-
tion of this sort might allow huge variability in physical
appearance among group members to become mini-
mized and, as a result, contribute to perceptions of
outgroup homogeneity. Assimilation may offer a mecha-
nism by which sharp racial category boundaries get
maintained despite widespread physical variability
within groups.

Maintaining sharp racial category boundaries in this
way may have numerous implications. Groups whose
members look different from one another are more
likely to be viewed in essentialistic terms that may, in
turn, facilitate stereotype formation (Dasgupta, Banaji,
& Abelson, 1999). For example, the perception of physi-
cal differences between groups on dimensions such as
skin color is often linked to inferences about the trait
and behavioral intentions of those groups. Dasgupta and
her colleagues found that when members of groups were
perceived to be homogeneous in physical appearance
they were judged as more hostile and threatening than
groups that were more heterogeneous in physical
appearance.

In American society, racial labels have strong physical
appearance expectancies attached to them (Allport,
1954). Labeling someone as “Black” or as “White”

implies that the person has a range of physical features
that clearly signify their racial group membership. Racial
labels are not considered as temporary as other trait
labels, such as “having patience” or “showing strength.”
This may be because race itself is considered inborn and
stable rather than context dependent (Eberhardt &
Goff, in press). Given this, both incremental and entity
theorists should be surprised when racial labels do not
allow them to accurately predict a target’s physical
features.

Just as people differ in how likely they are to use trait
labels to draw strong inferences, trait labels differ in how
likely they are to be used to draw strong inferences. Previ-
ous research on implicit theories typically does not dis-
tinguish between different types of trait labels
(although, see Erdley & Dweck, 1993). Yet these distinc-
tions might be helpful in pinpointing how incremental
theorists, in particular, will respond in cases where trait
labels are not consistent with other information known
about a target. Incremental theorists may be indifferent
to weak trait labels (e.g., this person is patient) yet
repelled by strong trait labels (e.g., this person is Black).
In American culture, racial labels may affect people’s
expectancies and judgments whether they believe they
should (entity theorists) or not (incremental theorists).
Future research should examine these possibilities more
directly.

Although not addressed in the present studies, we sus-
pect that the effects we obtained are not limited to the
perception of racially ambiguous faces. Rather, the per-
ception of racially unambiguous faces might be affected
by social beliefs and individual differences in predictable
ways as well. Furthermore, social psychological variables
may play a key role in determining whether a face is seen
as racially ambiguous. Racial ambiguity is not a stable
fact of nature but a changing notion that reflects shifts in
racial category boundaries across time.
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