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This symposium highlights how psychological essentialism shapes intergroup relations. Across 
four papers we document that essentialist beliefs decrease the quality of children’s cross-ethnic 
interactions, increase adult acceptance of bullying among adolescents, and accommodate 
divergent motivations of different group members. Implications for research on intergroup 
conflict throughout the lifespan are discussed. 
 
Believing that prejudice can change: Implications for children’s interracial anxiety 
Amanda Williams, Kristin Pauker, Evan Apfelbaum, Carol Dweck, Jennifer Eberhardt 
University of Hawaii; Massachusetts Institute of Technology; Stanford University 
Despite efforts to improve race relations, interracial friendships decline around the 5th grade. 
We explored what contributes to this decline and the emergence of interracial anxiety among a 
diverse sample of 8-12-year-olds from two different contexts. We hypothesized that children’s 
theories about prejudice--whether prejudice was considered more fixed or malleable--would 
provide an interpretive framework for responding to the perceived challenge of interracial 
interactions. Results indicate that students with more fixed theories about prejudice reported 
less diverse friendships, less interest in interracial interactions, and more interracial anxiety, 
above and beyond their implicit prejudice. Further, the relationship between prejudice theories 
and interracial anxiety was accounted for by children’s concern about appearing prejudiced. 
Evidence of interracial anxiety in children’s nonverbal behavior emerged in 10-12-year-olds and 
was moderated by children’s theories about prejudice; only children with a fixed view of 
prejudice exhibited nonverbal withdrawal when creating a video-message for a different-race 
partner.  
 
 
The motivational origins of social concepts 
Gil Diesendruck 
Bar-Ilan University 
Studies reveal links between adults’ essentialist beliefs about, and attitudes towards, various 
social categories. Social psychologists argue that this link might result from adults’ 
understanding of dominance hierarchies, social systems, or social identities. The present 
developmental studies investigated whether such links derive from fundamental motivations, 
namely ingroup affiliation and outgroup avoidance. The studies assessed these questions 
among Jewish Israeli 5-10 year-olds, in the context of their beliefs and attitudes toward Jews 
and Arabs. Study 1 found a correlation between children's essentialist beliefs about ethnicity 
and selective imitation -- an affiliative behavior -- of ingroup members. Study 2 found that 
priming essentialism via a story led to: a) greater distancing between ingroup and outgroup 
members in a spontaneous drawing task, and b) implicit biased intergroup associations in a 
Child-IAT. Thus, altogether, essentialism was related to both affiliative and avoidance 
motivations, and these relations seemed to predate a full-fledged understanding of social 
structures.  
 



 
The essence of men is . . . sexist?: Perceiving biological bases of sexism in males 
inhibits confronting sexism 
Ariana Naomi. Bell, Phillip Atiba. Goff 
University of California, Los Angeles 
If sexist behavior is biologically innate, why bother confronting it? The present research 
investigates whether or not this reasoning leads adults to avoid confronting sexism in 
adolescent boys--the age group of males adults biologically essentialize the most. We 
hypothesized that sexual aggression is more essentialized than other expressions of sexism, 
and that essentialist stereotypes about males are exaggerated for adolescents--who are 
popularly depicted as beholden to ‘raging hormones’  during puberty. In Study 1, we found that 
adolescent males were perceived as more biologically motivated and sexually aggressive than 
males of other ages. In Study 2, participants primed with either biological or cultural notions of 
gender evaluated a sexist bullying incident between teenagers. Biologically primed participants 
were less likely to confront sexist bullying behavior in adolescent males, especially when the 
bullying incident involved sexual aggression. Findings suggest that essentialist notions of 
gender are an important barrier to confronting sexism.  
 
 
Is racial categorization an epistemic or a social challenge? 
Deborah A. Prentice, Margaret E. Tankard 
Princeton University 
Our research explores two contrasting views of the motivation that underlies racial 
categorization. The essentialist view holds that racial categorizations are motivated by a desire 
to carve human nature at its joints. The social-structural view holds that racial categorizations 
are motivated by a desire to carve the social world at its joints. These views make competing 
predictions about who will be most strongly motivated to make valid racial categorizations and 
when. We test these predictions using a paradigm in which participants categorize faces 
according to race and then complete the Personal Need for Structure scale. Across five studies, 
we manipulate the racial make-up of the faces and whether the category structure imposes a 
binary choice or allows more nuanced categorization. Results provide evidence favoring the 
social-structural view, but only among Asian, Black, and Latino participants. We find no 
evidence that Whites’ racial categorizations are motivated by epistemic or social-adjustive 
concerns.  
 


