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ABSTRACT. People who believe that human attributes are immutable (entity theorists) 
display preferences for stereotype-consistent over stereotype-inconsistent information 
(J. E. Plaks, S. J. Stroessner, C. S. Dweck, & J. W. Sherman, 2001). In this article, the 
authors argue that entity theories are components of broader sets of beliefs that represent 
differences between people in terms of underlying essences. Consistent with expecta-
tions, the authors found that measures of essentialist beliefs (i.e., in the biological basis, 
discreteness, informativeness, and inherence of human attributes) covaried with the pres-
ence of entity theories. Essentialist beliefs as a set were related to stronger preferences 
for stereotype-consistent information, and this effect was not reducible to the effect of 
entity theories. The authors propose that research on implicit person theories can be placed 
within an encompassing framework of psychological essentialism.
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RESEARCH ON IMPLICIT PERSON THEORIES—laypeople’s beliefs about the 
nature of human attributes—shows that these beliefs play a critical role in social 
cognition and behavior (e.g., Levy, Plaks, Hong, Chiu, & Dweck, 2001). People 
who believe that attributes are fixed (entity theorists) process social information in 
different ways than do people who believe that attributes are malleable (incremental 
theorists), and these differences are expressed in distinct patterns of behavior and 
motivation. Researchers have extensively studied implicit theories about intelli-
gence (Dweck & Leggett, 1988), morality (Chiu, Dweck, Tong, & Fu, 1997), and 
personality (Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997; Gervey, Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1999).



According to Dweck, Chiu, and Hong (1995), entity theorists process 
social information in a trait-oriented framework. They believe that traits are 
the primary cause of behavior and are consistent across situation and time, so 
inconsistent behavior represents an uninformative aberration or even a threat to 
these processing goals. In contrast, incremental theorists understand behavior in 
terms of mediating processes (e.g., mood states, contextual influences) and see 
inconsistent behavior as reflecting such processes. Closer scrutiny of inconsistent 
information may help incremental theorists understand the target. Thus, entity 
and incremental theorists should differ in their attention to expectation-consistent 
and expectation-inconsistent information.

Plaks, Stroessner, Dweck, and Sherman (2001) examined the relation-
ship between implicit person theories and preferences for stereotypic versus 
counterstereotypic information. Entity theorists showed greater attention to and 
recognition of stereotype-consistent information, whereas incremental theorists 
showed a similar preference for stereotype-inconsistent information, indicat-
ing different patterns of cognitive engagement. These outcomes were obtained 
both when implicit theories were measured as chronic structures and when they 
were experimentally manipulated, and both when the target was an individual 
member of a stereotyped group and when the target was the entire group. These 
findings support previous research showing that entity theorists rate individuals 
and groups as more homogeneous and more extreme on relevant traits (Levy & 
Dweck, 1999; Levy, Stroessner, & Dweck, 1998).

The idea that human attributes are fixed has also been one focus of another 
research tradition. Theorists such as Rothbart and Taylor (1992) and Gelman 
(2003) have argued that such immutability beliefs represent one of several com-
ponents of psychological essentialism, the theory that differences between people 
are grounded in underlying, identity-determining essences. In this view, the belief 
that human attributes are fixed (i.e., an entity theory) is accompanied by beliefs 
that these attributes are deeply rooted, natural, discrete, and informative about 
people, and this ensemble of beliefs reflects a fundamental belief in essences. A 
considerable body of research has demonstrated that these views covary system-
atically (Bastian & Haslam, 2006; Haslam, Rothschild, & Ernst, 2000) and that 
immutability beliefs therefore belong to a broader set of theories. Researchers 
have studied essentialist beliefs in relation to a wide range of social categories 
such as race (Hirschfeld, 1996), ethnicity (Gil-White, 2001; Verkuyten, 2003), 
and mental disorder (Haslam & Ernst, 2002), as well as in connection with per-
sonality attributes (Giles, 2003; Haslam, Bastian, & Bissett, 2004) and intergroup 
phenomena (Leyens et al., 2001).

If immutability beliefs are simply one facet of essentialist beliefs—a part of 
a larger whole—then it is possible that some of the findings attributed to entity 
theories in implicit-person-theory research may be better explained by essentialist 
beliefs. In other words, rather than reflecting the effects or correlates of immuta-
bility beliefs, these findings may be accounted for by a broader and more basic 
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belief in essences. If so, the same findings obtained with entity theories may be 
obtained when other essentialist beliefs (e.g., in the naturalness or informative-
ness of human attributes) are examined. Additionally, when these other beliefs 
are taken into account, entity theories may no longer play a privileged role. By 
analogy, if one facet of a broader personality trait was claimed to have a specific 
association with some variable, but other facets of the trait had the same associa-
tions and statistically accounted for the facet’s association, then that facet should 
not be given a specific explanatory role in the association.

Bastian and Haslam (2006) tested this possibility directly. In an influential 
study, Levy et al. (1998) found that entity theorists endorsed stereotypes more than 
did incremental theorists. Extending this work, Bastian and Haslam found that 
entity theories covaried with essentialist beliefs in the naturalness, discreteness, and 
informativeness of person attributes, and that these other beliefs predicted stereo-
type endorsement independently of entity theories. When these essentialist beliefs 
were taken into account, entity theories no longer predicted stereotype endorse-
ment. By implication, essentialist beliefs, which incorporate entity theories, explain 
stereotype endorsement better than do entity theories themselves.

If the essentialist-belief perspective can clarify stereotype endorsement, it 
may also clarify the cognitive processes that underpin that phenomenon. Entity 
theorists show a preference for stereotype-consistent information, and people 
who believe that personal attributes are not only immutable but also deep seated, 
natural, discrete, and informative about the person across many situations may 
do the same. Essentialist beliefs may predict greater preference for stereotype-
consistent information independent of entity theories and may even account for 
the entity-theory effect that Plaks et al. (2001) obtained. Research indicating that 
the findings that have been attributed to entity theories are in fact attributable to 
essentialist beliefs more broadly would represent an important theoretical exten-
sion of the Plaks et al. study, drawing this work on implicit person theory into 
the broader domain of essentialist beliefs and providing a new explanation for 
their findings. 

Previous researchers on the processing of consistent and inconsistent infor-
mation have identified three main processing strategies: (a) decreasing engage-
ment with inconsistent information to assemble a pool of largely consistent 
information in memory (as suggested by filter models of stereotyping; e.g., 
Bodenhausen, 1988; Macrae, Stangor, & Milne, 1994);1 (b) increasing engage-
ment with inconsistent information to discount or debunk it; and (c) increasing 
engagement with inconsistent information to come to a coherent understanding 
of the target (as suggested by the encoding flexibility model; Sherman, Lee, 
Bessenoff, & Frost, 1998).2 An essentialist view of personal attributes is likely 
to promote strategy (a), orienting the perceiver toward behavioral information 
that supports the unchanging, clearly defined, and highly informative nature of 
their attributes. Such stereotype-consistent information provides support for the 
existing view of individual or group attributes, whereas stereotype-inconsistent 
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information may be perceived as uninformative about the true nature of the target. 
A nonessentialist view of personal attributes, in which these attributes are seen as 
changeable and uninformative, is likely to promote strategy (c), orienting the per-
ceiver toward information that reveals the dynamic psychological processes and 
situational forces that influence behavior (Hong, 1994; Levy & Dweck, 1999). By 
implication, essentialist beliefs should orient the perceiver to pay more attention 
to stereotype-consistent information. 

We investigated the possibility that essentialist beliefs add to the implicit-
theory account of the processing of stereotype-consistent and stereotype- 
inconsistent information by replicating the methodology of Experiment 3 from 
Plaks et al. (2001). However, we extended Plaks et al.’s work by assessing essen-
tialist beliefs in addition to entity theories, examining whether all these beliefs 
cohered as a set and testing whether the broader set, rather than entity theories 
specifically, predicted attention allocation. We hypothesized that entity theories 
would be positively associated with established measures of essentialist beliefs 
(i.e., the biological basis, discreteness, and informativeness of personal attributes; 
Bastian & Haslam, 2006) and with a new scale that assesses the inherence (i.e., 
deep seatedness) of person attributes. We also hypothesized that essentialist 
beliefs would predict greater preference for stereotypic information and would 
be associated with a weaker preference for counterstereotypic information. The 
relationship between incremental theories and preferences for inconsistent infor-
mation was a less robust finding in Plaks et al.’s study and therefore was not a 
central hypothesis in the present study. Last, we hypothesized that the association 
between essentialist beliefs as a set and preference for stereotypic information 
would not be reducible to the association of entity theories with this preference, 
indicating that essentialist beliefs more broadly produce the attentional bias.

Method

Participants 

Participants were 147 undergraduates (114 women and 33 men; Mage = 20.2 
years, SDage = 5.1 years) who participated in the study for course credit. We told 
them they were being recruited for a study of beliefs about social groups. 

Materials and Procedure

Following the procedure adopted by Plaks et al. (2001) in their Experiment 
3, we provided participants with a brief written description of the reputation of 
members of an anonymous group, prefaced by the statement, “Although people 
vary somewhat in how they see the group, most people agree on the charac-
terization given of the group.” We informed participants that privacy concerns 
prevented us from revealing the true identity of the group. We varied the group 
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description between participants, telling half of the participants, “The members of 
this group are considered to be friendly, kind, and considerate. The members of 
this group tend to behave in desirable ways toward others.” We told the remaining 
participants, “The members of this group are considered to be unfriendly, unkind, 
and inconsiderate. The members of this group tend to behave in undesirable ways 
toward others.” 

After reading the group descriptions, we provided participants with a booklet 
of behavioral descriptions. One behavior was listed on each page of the booklet, 
with 30 behaviors in total. The booklet stated that a different member of the group 
performed each behavior. We used a pretest to ensure that, of the 30 behaviors, 
10 were prosocial (e.g., “lent his neighbor some gardening tools”), 10 were 
antisocial (e.g., “abused a charity worker asking for donations”), and 10 were 
irrelevant to sociability (e.g., “washed the car on the weekend”). In the pretest, 
15 participants who did not take part in the main study rated the sociability of 60 
behaviors (20 prosocial, 20 antisocial, and 20 irrelevant to sociability), and we 
selected the 10 most consistently rated behaviors from each subset. 

We instructed participants in the main study to read each behavioral descrip-
tion one at a time. An experimenter instructed participants when to turn the page, 
allowing approximately 4 s per page. We then provided participants with a ques-
tionnaire that included a number of sections. We instructed participants that “the 
experiment includes a number of unrelated studies, and many of the questions 
you will be asked in the questionnaire will not be related.” First, participants rated 
themselves and other people on lists of traits, identifying how characteristic the 
traits were of each person. This provided a distractor task before they completed 
the essentialist belief measures. 

Second, participants rated, on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly agree) 
to 6 (strongly disagree), randomly ordered items from the 8-item Entity Theory 
Scale (Levy et al., 1998) and from four essentialist belief scales: (a) Biological 
Basis (8 items; e.g., “Whether someone is one kind of person or another is deter-
mined by their biological make-up”), (b) Discreteness (13 items; e.g., “People can 
behave in ways that seem ambiguous, but the central aspects of their character are 
clear-cut”), (c) Informativeness (12 items; e.g., “When getting to know a person it 
is possible to get a picture of the kind of person they are very quickly”), and (d) 
Inherence (9 items; e.g., “A person’s inherent nature will always be stronger than 
other external influences”). We took the first three essentialist belief scales from 
Bastian and Haslam (2006) and added 5 additional items for Discreteness and 4 
additional items for Informativeness. We developed the Inherence scale for the 
present study on the basis of Haslam et al.’s (2000) finding that inherence covaries 
with other essentialist beliefs. Our procedure for measuring implicit theories dif-
fered from Plaks et al.’s (2001) in that Plaks et al. manipulated implicit theories 
rather than measuring them as chronic beliefs. 

Last, participants answered several questions (a) relating to a separate study 
about their friendship group, (b) about living in Australia, and (c) about their 
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cultural identity. Overall, the questionnaire took approximately 30 minutes to 
complete. Once all participants had completed the questionnaire, we provided 
them with a behaviors checklist with 60 behaviors listed, 30 of which were the 
same behaviors they had read in the booklet. We took the other 30 behaviors from 
the pretest, with 10 representing prosocial behaviors, 10 representing antisocial 
behaviors, and 10 representing behaviors irrelevant to sociability. Participants 
indicated next to each if they thought the behavior was in the booklet they had 
read earlier. At the end of the study, we thoroughly debriefed participants. The 
study typically took about 1 hr for participants to complete.

Results

Analysis of Belief Scales

The Entity Theory, Discreteness, Informativeness and Biological Basis 
scales displayed good internal consistencies (Cronbach’s αs = .85, .84, .84, 
and .82, respectively). The reliability of the Inherence scale was lower but still 
adequate (α = .67). Principal components analysis (PCA) of the essentialist belief 
scales supported unifactorial models—models in which positively and negatively 
worded items fell on distinct factors—of each scale, implying that the scales were 
reasonably coherent. Table 1 shows scale intercorrelations, which were consis-
tently moderately positive. In a PCA of the five scales, the scree test supported 
a unifactorial solution that accounted for 39.6% of the variance (see Appendix). 
All scales load substantially (> .55) on this factor. The results therefore support 
the hypothesis that entity theories are components of a broader set of essentialist 
beliefs, consistent with Bastian and Haslam (2006). As was done in that study, we 

536 The Journal of Social Psychology

TABLE 1. Intercorrelations Among Entity Theory and Essentialist Belief 
Measures 

Measure 1 2 3 4 5

1. Immutability (.85)    
2. Biological Basis .14 (.82)   
3. Discreteness .19* .14 (.84)  
4. Informativeness .23** .25** .41** (.84) 
5. Inherence .31** .50** .11 .16* (.67)

Note. Internal consistency reliabilities (Cronbach’s αs) are shown in parentheses along the 
diagonal. Immutability was measured with S. R. Levy, S. J. Stroessner, & C. S. Dweck’s 
(1998) 8-item Entity Theory Scale. Essentialist beliefs were measured with J. E. Plaks, S. J. 
Stroessner, C. S. Dweck, & J. W. Sherman’s (2001) four essentialist belief scales (Biologi-
cal Basis, Discreteness, Informativeness, and Inherence). 
*p < .05. **p < .01. 



constructed an overall Essentialism Index (EI) by summing participants’ scores 
on the five scales. 

Recognition Data 

For each participant, we computed proportions of hits and false alarms 
separately for stereotype-consistent, stereotype-inconsistent, and stereotype-
irrelevant items. We used these data to compute A´, a nonparametric measure 
of memory discrimination appropriate when some participants exhibit perfect 
memory (Grier, 1971). Like more familiar parametric measures of discrimination 
such as d´, A´ is based on receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve analysis 
and reflects sensitivity in recognition while controlling for guessing strategies 
and response biases. Its calculation is a complex function of hit and false-alarm 
rates. As Plaks et al. (2001) did, we used recognition sensitivity as a measure of 
cognitive engagement with the behaviors presented. 

The marked positive skew of the A´ data violated regression assumptions, so 
these data were subjected to optimal scaling, a standard regression option in SPSS 
(version 11.5). Optimal scaling applies nonlinear transformations to “maximize 
the relation between observations and the data analysis model” (Young, 1981) and 
is recommended when normality assumptions are violated (Van de Geer, 1993). 
We entered the EI into three separate optimal scaling regression equations, one 
for each information type. As expected, the EI was positively and significantly 
related to recognition sensitivity for stereotype-consistent information, F(1, 
145) = 5.94, p = .016, β = .20. However, the EI was not related to sensitivity to 
inconsistent information, F(2, 144) = 1.08, p = .342, β = –.09, or to sensitivity to 
irrelevant information, F(2, 144) = 1.02, p = .365, β = .08. 

To assess whether entity theory was similarly associated with recognition 
sensitivity, we entered the measure separately into the same three optimal-scaling 
regression equations. As expected, and consistent with previous findings, entity 
theory was positively associated with recognition sensitivity to stereotype-consistent 
information, F(3, 143) = 4.15, p = .007, β = .17. Unexpectedly, entity theory was also 
positively related to sensitivity to inconsistent information, F(1, 145) = 4.81, p = .030, 
β = .18, and to sensitivity to irrelevant information, F(1, 145) = 5.73, p = .018, β = .20. 
We constructed a Reduced Essentialism Index (REI) by summing the four essentialist 
belief scales without the Entity Theory Scale, and we entered the REI into the same 
three optimal scaling regression equations. As expected, and as with the EI, the REI 
was positively related to sensitivity to stereotype-consistent information, F(2, 144) = 
3.50, p = .033, β = .15, but not related to sensitivity to stereotype-inconsistent infor-
mation, F(2, 144) = 1.08, p = .343, β = –.09, or to sensitivity to stereotype-irrelevant 
information, F(1, 145) = 0.45, p = .503, β = –.06.

Overall, the results indicate that the association between essentialism and a 
preference for stereotype-consistent information cannot be explained by an associa-
tion between entity theory and this preference. Although entity theory was associ-
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ated with the preference, the association remained when we removed the entity-
theory items from the essentialism measure. These findings indicate that essentialist 
beliefs as a set predict greater sensitivity to stereotype-consistent information rather 
than this prediction being specific or unique to entity theories.

Discussion

The results of the present study support our hypotheses. Essentialist beliefs 
formed a coherent set that appears to encompass the immutability-related beliefs 
(i.e., entity theories) that have been the focus of research on implicit person 
theories. Individual differences in essentialist beliefs predicted preferences for 
stereotype-consistent information. Furthermore, this effect was not reducible to 
entity theories. 

These findings represent an important extension of Plaks et al.’s (2001) work 
and are consistent with Bastian and Haslam’s (2006) findings. They provide fur-
ther support for the contention that entity theories are one component of essential-
ist beliefs (Haslam et al., 2000; Rothbart & Taylor, 1992) and that essentialism 
more broadly accounts for the effects that Plaks et al. obtained. When a broader 
complement of essentialist beliefs is studied, the beliefs show relationships with 
social–cognitive phenomena that have previously been linked to entity theories. 
Moreover, essentialist beliefs relate to those phenomena in ways that are not 
reducible to these entity theories. At present, there is evidence for this claim only 
in relation to stereotyping and preferences for stereotype-consistent information, 
but our findings suggest that some other demonstrated effects and correlates of 
implicit person theories may be understood in terms of psychological essential-
ism. Our work therefore represents an empirical link between studies on implicit 
person theories and the broader research domain of psychological essentialism. 
An expanded concept of implicit person theories that incorporates other essential-
ist beliefs may offer a variety of theoretical and empirical advantages. 

In the present study, we included additional items in the Informativeness and 
Discreteness scales because Bastian and Haslam (2006) found lower reliabilities 
for these measures (αs = .69 and .62, respectively) than for the Entity Theory (α 
= .87) and Biological Basis (α = .80) scales. Reliabilities for the revised belief 
measures were higher in the present study and commensurate with those that 
have been found for implicit theories. We constructed a new measure of inher-
ence beliefs, which was somewhat less reliable than the other measures although 
clearly reliable enough to yield robust correlations with other belief scales. These 
scales require further validation but may be promising tools for future research.

Although our results are consistent with previous research findings linking 
implicit theories to an essentialism framework, there are several limitations that 
caution against overly strong conclusions. First, we employed only one measure 
of attention allocation, which we borrowed from Plaks et al. (2001), and other 
measures may yield different results. Second, although we replicated Plaks et al.’s 
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findings on entity theories in relation to stereotype-consistent information, we also 
found significant and positive relationships for stereotype-inconsistent and stereo-
type-irrelevant information, suggesting that entity theories are related to an overall 
greater level of sensitivity for all information types. The discrepancy between our 
results and Plaks et al.’s findings may be due to the smaller sample size and result-
ing lower statistical power of the present study, or to the shorter delay in our study 
versus Plaks et al.’s (30 min vs. 90 min) between when participants read about 
the behaviors and when they took the surprise recognition memory test. Increased 
time between exposure to the behaviors and to the recognition test should allow 
for increased effects of priming and a greater influence of implicit theories on 
recognition memory. In addition, Plaks et al. manipulated implicit theories rather 
than measuring them as chronic structures, which may explain the variance between 
their findings and ours. Future researchers could address these concerns by allowing 
increased time for priming and including other measures of attention allocation. 
They should also consider manipulating essentialist beliefs, although as yet there 
is no evidence that these beliefs are amenable to manipulation in the same ways as 
entity theories. Despite these limitations, however, our findings further point to the 
link between implicit theories and psychological essentialism, providing promising 
directions for future research. 

NOTES

1. Filter models of stereotyping propose that stereotype activation leads to more selec-
tive and more efficient processing of stereotype-consistent information.

2. The encoding flexibility model suggests that because stereotypical information is 
conceptually fluent and easily understood, attention may shift toward counterstereotypical 
information when processing resources are depleted.
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APPENDIX
Factor Loadings of Entity Theory and Essentialist Belief Measures

Measure Factor loading

Immutability .57
Biological Basis .67
Discreteness .55
Informativeness .65
Inherence .69

Note. Immutability was measured with S. R. Levy, S. J. Stroessner, & C. S. Dweck’s 
(1998) 8-item Entity Theory Scale. Essentialist beliefs were measured with J. E. Plaks, S. J. 
Stroessner, C. S. Dweck, & J. W. Sherman’s (2001) four essentialist belief scales (Biological 
Basis, Discreteness, Informativeness, and Inherence). 
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