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ABSTRACT

As people perceive familiar and unfamiliar individuals, they may subconsciously be influenced by stereotypical in-
formation that is harmful to the target. Stereotyping affects everyone and is connected to innate biases, noting famili-
arity preference in particular. Given the pervasiveness of this, we investigate the impact of familiarity preference on
stereotypes through discussing and referencing research related to the topics of stereotypes, familiarity preference,
and interventions to reduce stereotyping through targeting familiarity preference. Indeed, the warm feeling of recog-
nition builds a trusting bond between individuals with the possibility to reduce stereotypical assumptions by affecting
familiarity preference; therefore, we consider interventions by way of social media, education, and in-person exposure.
Our discussion is essential in enhancing the understanding of how both stereotypes and familiarity preferences affect
individuals’ interactions and the necessity to reduce the damage that results from stereotyping.

Introduction

Stereotyping refers to the action of assuming an individual of a certain group possesses the characteristics of the whole
group, and individual differences are ignored (Macrae & Quadflieg, 2010). Consequently, this promotes biases which
are difficult to erase or reconstruct, and they will significantly affect the judgements and behavior of our present and
future generations (Macrae & Quadflieg, 2010). The stereotypes can affect numerous aspects of the stereotyped
group’s existence, including psychical and mental health, academic and work performance, socialization, and more
(see Wijk, Kolk, & van Vliet, 1996 for example). It is pervasive and dangerously persistent and the issue of stereotypes
will not naturally subside over time. Therefore, society must acknowledge and actively participate in reducing sources
of prejudice.

To try to reduce stereotyping, one can consider targeting familiarity preference. Familiarity preference is the
natural tendency for people to develop a preference to or more positive attitudes toward objects or individuals because
they are familiar to them (Zajonc, 1968), and this familiarity preference is an innate characteristic that affects everyone
(Rose et al., 1982; Thompson & Trevathan, 2009; Mehler et al., 1978; Shinskey & Munakata, 2005). Given that
psychologists found that the mere exposure to a wide range of stimuli can result in familiarity preference (Moreland
& Beach, 1992), it is easy to see why familiarity preference may apply to interpersonal relationships as well. In this
paper, I will use evidence about preferences for familiar people to support my argument that moderating people’s
familiarity preferences can help reduce stereotyping. In this report, we discuss stereotypes, familiarity preference, the
impact of familiarity preference on stereotypes, and possible methods to reduce stereotyping through targeting famil-
iarity preference.
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Stereotypes

Stereotypes are universal and affect all individuals, based on age, (Cuddy, Norton, & Fisk, 2016; Chrisler, Barney, &
Palatino, 2016), sex (Heilman, 2012; Soklaridis et al., 2017; Sen & Ostlin, 2008; Travis, Howerton, & Szymanski,
2012; Wijk, Kolk, & van Vliet, 1996; Bailey et al., 2013; Lauzen, Lacombe-Duncan, 2016), and race (Zebrowitz,
Matthew Bronstad, & Lee, 2007; McGlothlin & Killen, 2010; Hetey & Eberhardt, 2018; Steele & Aronson, 1995).
Stereotypes affect people in many ways, including via “stereotype threat.” A stereotype threat refers to being at risk
of confirming a negative stereotypical characteristic of an individual’s group as their own. People who are affected by
stereotype threat are prone to underperform because of the extra pressure to succeed, threats to self-integrity and
belonging, and/or priming the stereotype (Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016). Stereotype threat impairs both academic
learning and performance (Taylor & Walton, 2011). Test-taking performance of African Americans can be negatively
affected by stereotype threat as the African American participants were at risk of confirming the racial stereotype
about their “substandard” intellectual ability (Steele & Aronson, 1995). In terms of gender stereotypes, stereotype
threat disrupts women’s math performance because of their apprehension of confirming the stereotype about their
“weaker” math skills than men (Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999).

Such stereotypes can affect many areas, including self-esteem, interactions and cross-race relationships, the
equality in the criminal system, fairness in the workplace, and fairness in healthcare. We will discuss these forms of
stereotyping in detail.

First, self-esteem can be undermined by stereotypes. For example, self-esteem of individuals with serious
mental illness is harmed by internalizing stereotypes about mental illness (Corrigan, Rafacz, & Riisch, 2011). In gen-
eral, when individuals apply stereotypes to themselves, they feel incapable of reaching personal goals and may give
up, ultimately feeling defeated (Corrigan et al., 2015). Self-esteem is important because it promotes optimism and
hope in reaching goals.

Second, stereotypes are harmful to social interactions that affect relationships. Stereotypes play an important
role in social perception, behavior, and emotion (Rogers, Schréder, & School, 2013). Social categorization and stere-
otypes produce intergroup expectations, or emotional prejudice, and behavior. Emotions and perceptions of warmth
and competence greatly affect whether a stereotype translates to action, ultimately influencing how different social
groups interact between each other (Cuddy et al. 2008). Similarly, students attending ethnically homogeneous schools
exhibited higher levels of racial bias in their judgments of cross-race friendship than those from heterogeneous schools
(McGlothlin & Killen, 2010). It is concluded that racial stereotypes can harm cross-race peer interactions that are
prevalent starting from a young age.

Third, stereotyping can harm equality in the criminal system. Unconscious racial stereotypes negatively af-
fect criminal justice system decisions (Graham & Lowery, 2004). In a survey in 2016, nearly half of Black respondents
reported that due to their ethnicity, someone in the past year has acted as if they were suspicious of them (Pew Research
Center, 2016). Indeed, a Black individual is five times more likely to be stopped by the police than a white individual,
without just reason (NAACP). Unequal treatment based on race in the criminal justice system creates harmful racial
disparities, particularly among African Americans, who are regularly and unfairly stereotyped as criminals (Hetey &
Eberhardt, 2018).

Fourth, in the workplace, stereotyping can lead to poor outcomes for people of marginalized groups. The
quality of opportunities often varies unfairly based on gender. Gender stereotypes promote workplace bias against
women (Heilman, 2012). Compared to their male counterparts, for example, women are often viewed as more sub-
missive (Hilton & Hippel, 1996). Due to such gender stereotypes, women may be negatively affected and limited from
leadership positions (Soklaridis et al., 2017). Therefore, even if both males and female employees perform similarly,
they may be judged by overgeneralized assumptions based on gender rather than evidence specific to the individual.
This ultimately threatens women’s chances to reach goals, succeed, and help to advance society.
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Fifth, ethnic stereotypes limit marginalized and minority groups from vital access to healthcare. Healthcare
services are crucial for everyone in advancing and maintaining health. From 2013 to 2017, healthcare quality differed
significantly between ethnic groups: white patients received better healthcare quality than 40% of Black patients, 40%
of Native American patients, and 34% of Hispanic patients in the US (AHRQ, 2018). Racial stereotypes lead to per-
sistent discrimination and lack of adequate healthcare for African Americans (Cuevas, 2013) because they may be
stereotyped and viewed negatively as hostile (Hilton & Hippel, 1996) and unintelligent (Steele & Aronson, 1995).
Stereotypes hinder society’s push toward achieving equity in healthcare, causing racial and gender inequity in the field
(Sen & Ostlin, 2008).

Similarly, gender stereotypes limit women’s access to healthcare and increase healthcare disparities (Travis,
Howerton, & Szymanski, 2012), negatively affecting women’s overall quality of healthcare (Wijk, Kolk, & van Vliet,
1996). These stereotypes cause harmful biases against women in the treatment of pain (Hoffmann & Tarzia, 2001)
because women who speak assertively, especially in a medical context, are stereotypically viewed as emotional and
hysterical. Therefore, they receive worse quality pain-treatment than men behaving the same way. Transgender
women lack adequate access to HIV-related healthcare due to pervasive transphobia and sexism in healthcare
(Lacombe-Duncan, 2016). Ageism, sexism, and stereotypes harm older women in the healthcare system (Chrisler,
Barney, & Palatino, 2016).

Given these points, it’s clear that stereotypes are pervasive and destructive, and we should strive to create a
society that is less affected by stereotypes. Due to the tenacious nature of stereotyping, action must be taken to reduce
and prevent the harm that they cause, particularly through familiarity preference.

Possible relationship between familiarity preference and stereotyping

We argue that affecting our familiarity preference is something we can do to reduce stereotypes and promote equality.
Familiarity preference can be a powerful factor that can influence stereotyping because it is innate and universal (Rose
et al., 1982; Shinskey & Munakata, 2005; Thompson & Trevathan, 2009; Mehler et al., 1978), and it affects our
decision making in a wide range of subjects (Locke, 2011). In particular, it lays the foundation for the trust that builds
relationships (Gefen, 2000). Importantly, familiarity was found to affect the development of certain stereotypes (Pro-
thro & Melikian, 1955). For example, it was found that familiarity promoted attraction and social desirability (Reis et
al., 2011), which is strongly linked to biases that could be related to stereotyping. Furthermore, intergroup conflict
and hostility is partly caused by familiarity preference and can produce negative stereotypes and biases (Stroebe,
Lenkert, & Jonas, 1988). Low familiarity of race faces promoted ingroup favoritism and negatively affected outgroup
stereotyping (Zebrowitz, Matthew Bronstad, & Lee, 2007), and increasing the familiarity reduced racial biases
(McGlothlin & Killen, 2010). These results suggest that interventions to moderate familiarity can be a powerful
method to reduce stereotyping by increasing the positive emotions evoked by the sense of familiarity due to our innate
familiarity bias.

Methods

To reduce stereotypes via familiarity preference
Given that familiarity preference may affect stereotypes, it may be possible to reduce stereotyping by affecting famil-

iarity preference. We suggest three main routes of intervention that target familiarity preference to decrease stereo-
typing: in-person exposure, social media, and education.
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In-person exposure

First, in-person exposure to different social groups can have an impact on familiarity and attitudes toward groups,
weakening usage of stereotypes through the natural increase of positive attitudes toward familiar stimuli (Harmon-
Jones & Allen, 2001). The benefits of diverse learning environments for students are extensively researched and clear.
National stereotypes can be reduced through exposure to individuals of the outgroup (Stroebe, Lenkert, & Jonas).
Ethnically heterogeneous schools reduce racial biases through intergroup contact (McGlothlin & Killen, 2010). Di-
verse learning environments may help to reduce the power of stereotypes against African Americans in college envi-
ronments (Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013). In like manner, the familiarity stereotyping effect may be reduced with increased
exposure to information that contrasts stereotypes (Garcia-Marques et al., 2016). Several studies support this, reveal-
ing that counter stereotypical media messages and news are effective in moderating stereotypes and reduce biases
(Holt 2013; Liu et al., 2017; Ramasubramanian, 2007). Indeed, ongoing contact with people of different races, eth-
nicities, or sexual orientations effectively reduces general prejudice and prejudice toward different races, sexes, and
sexual orientations (Berryman-Fink, 2006), especially with a focus on personal and individuated identities (Brewer &
Miller, 1984) with cooperative tasks to form meaningful relationships (Berryman-Fink, 2006). The exposure to diverse
individuals would increase familiarity and through familiarity preference, create more positive trust in more relation-
ships, and undermine negative stereotypes.

Social media

Second, media influences perceptions of the facts, norms, and values of society through the portrayal of social stere-
otypes (Tan, 1982). Since social media might have an impact on targeting stereotypes and familiarity bias, we assert
that increased exposure to people in the outgroup through social media can decrease stereotyping; we suggest that
people engage in social media for longer periods of time. In support of this idea, Bialski and Batorski found that online
familiarity results in more trustworthy relationships offline (2009). In addition, exposure to diverse networking pro-
files was found to reduce social stereotypes through intergroup contact (Neubaum et al., 2020).

On the other hand, some researchers claimed that exposure to only radicalized groupthink and conformity on
social media can increase stereotyping such that social media may reproduce stereotypes and marginalization (Dobson
& Knezevic, 2018). In fact, social media and television news increase stereotyping African Americans as criminals
because they sometimes fit negative stereotypical information of the group (Intravia & Pickett, 2019). Offensive con-
tent and online aggression on social media reinforces feminine stereotypes, resulting in harmful consequences for
females (Felmlee, Inara Rodis, & Zhang, 2020; Bailey et al., 2013).

Although there are harmful effects of social media on stereotyping, we note that we specifically refer to
increasing the familiarity preference to reduce stereotyping; increased exposure to marginalized groups leads to fa-
miliarity, increases trust and positive attitudes toward targeted groups, and preferences for a wider range of groups
may develop over negative attitudes and biased assumptions. To this end, we suggest modifying media content to
increase diversity and social awareness to loosen social norms that may decrease stereotyping. Modifying gender role
portrayals in the media to focus on marginalized groups may loosen traditional gender norms (Grau & Zotos, 2016).
The usage of media literacy art education may help to deconstruct lesbian and gay stereotypes in the media (Chung,
2007).

Education

Third, by educating people to be more aware of their own biases, people can be less influenced by familiarity bias that
results in stereotyping. Instead of giving control to implicit biases toward familiar people, reinforcing awareness of
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them may help people to assess situations with more sympathy, positive attitudes, and reconsideration of categoriza-
tional assumptions. Training and teaching people, specifically law enforcement agencies in this study, about implicit
biases seem to be effective in increasing desirability to create better relations and increase sympathy (Hetey & Eber-
hardt, 2018). Instructing children about biases produced mostly positively effects in reducing ethnic prejudice and
discrimination (Aboud, 2012). Diversity courses in higher education result in an increase in students’ intergroup tol-
erance (Hogan & Mallott, 2005). More specifically, Berryman-Fink found that diversity education in higher education
reduces general prejudice and prejudice toward different races, sexes, and sexual orientations (2006). In line with our
findings, such diversity courses may be effective in part due to exposure to more diverse individuals, resulting in
increased familiarity, preference, and positive attitudes toward them. Additionally, instructing society, as consumers
of the media, to be more critical of the media in an audience-centered approach may reduce racial stereotypes brought
upon by news stories (Ramasubramanian, 2007).

Discussion

In this paper, we discussed the harmful effects of stereotypes and how we may be able to address those stereotypes by
targeting our innate preference toward targets that are familiar. First, we defined stereotypes and familiarity prefer-
ences. Then, we addressed the possibility of reducing stereotyping and unfair social biases by targeting familiarity
preference through social media, education, and in-person exposure.

The significance of stereotyping stems from its implicit quality, pervasiveness, persistence, and critical con-
sequences. Principally, stereotypes are more destructive than not: we reflected on the accompanying dangers of the
stereotype threat (which we defined as being at risk of confirming a negative stereotypical characteristic of an indi-
vidual’s group as their own), self-esteem, social interactions and relationships, inequality in the criminal justice sys-
tem, unequal opportunities in work settings, and lack of adequate healthcare. We insisted that familiarity preference
be an important topic to consider because people in all types of groups are affected by it to its innate characteristic.
We argued that familiarity preference may be the cause of stereotyping, because familiarity lays the foundation for
trust that builds relationships. Studies revealed that familiarity preference does in fact affect stereotypes.

Our central claim that familiarity preference can influence stereotyping is supported by Zebrowitz, Bronstad,
and Lee, who asserted that familiar faces produced biases toward ingroup individuals (2007), such that own-race faces
appeared more familiar, likable, competent, and safer. These findings support that increased exposure to the faces of
different groups, will make them appear more familiar; subsequently, perceivers may associate positive feelings with
a wider range of groups, thus reducing bias toward them and reducing their usage of negative stereotypes. Another
support comes from the finding that familiarity triggers a positive feeling associated with a positive mood toward the
targeted person (Garcia-Marques & Mackie, 2000). Since the positive feeling of familiarity directly impacts people’s
judgments (Forgas, 1994; Mackie & Worth, 1989; Schwarz, 1990), it may undermine negative attitudes derived from
stereotypical thinking.

Despite our argument that we can try to combat stereotyping by moderating people’s familiarity preference
via interventions, some researchers claim that there is no link between familiarity preference and stereotyping. In a
paper referring to Implicit Association Test (IAT) experiments, Dasgupta et al. claimed that preference for certain
races is automatic and not due to familiarity (2000). Nevertheless, this paper is dissimilar to our argument because it
disregards the participants' real world exposure to stereotypes and familiarity of different race faces preceding the
experiment, weakening the reliability of “controlled” factors. We question the validity of the study’s usage of photos
as stimuli because of its hypothetical nature that lacked the interactive factors with real individuals. Reis et al. argue
that in natural circumstances, social evaluation processes may differ in real encounters with individuals as opposed to
hypothetical figures used in some experiments (2011). Familiarity triggers recognition that increases comfort, satis-
faction, and perceived knowledge during interaction, favorably impacting attraction. This paper strengthens the link
between familiarity and stereotyping because increased attraction and positive attitude may weaken an individual’s
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reliance on negative categorizational information of a target, thereby reducing stereotyping. Kinoshita & Peek-
O’Leary further validate our argument in asserting that the factor of familiarity is actually not ruled out when consid-
ering causes of preferences for certain races (2005).

Some other researchers even suggest that trying to affect familiarity may worsen stereotyping. Although at
first glance this may seem contradictory, we argue that there are many differences between the methods used by these
researchers and the papers we cited thus far in this report. First, a study by Smith et al. (2006) found that familiarity
may increase stereotyping; however, this deviates from the studies mentioned in this paper because it referred to
exposure without important factors of liking, individuated knowledge, and friendship that are often associated with
familiarity bias in natural social interactions as described by Reis et al. Second, Hafner & Stapel (2009), found that
additional exposure increases stereotyping in certain cases in which the stereotyped person engages in stereotypical
behavior. Their method is flawed because true control of participants’ preexisting biases and variation of selected
stereotypes used in the experiment is questionable. Furthermore, the study’s method was parallel to that of Smith et
al.; thus, we emphasize the flawed method of using hypothetical photos mentioned by both papers. As supported by
Kinoshita and Peek-O’Leary, stereotypical thoughts may not truly be reflected in the study because the method did
not require participants to process the photo stimuli deeply.

Conclusion

In conclusion, although there are varying interpretations of familiarity and its effects, we stand by the validity of our
argument that familiarity preference can impact and limit stereotyping. We maintain that the warm feeling of recog-
nition builds a trusting bond between individuals with the possibility to reduce harmful stereotypical assumptions
beforehand.

Our paper is essential to the understanding of how familiarity preference affects stereotyping, and ways to
reduce stereotyping through targeting our biases. To further our understanding and offer increased precision, devel-
oping studies to research the relationship between familiarity preference and stereotyping across different situations,
particularly in live interaction, would be beneficial to advance the reduction of stereotyping. We believe that stereo-
typing individuals threatens the harmony of our society because it is one of the root causes of discrimination. Recent
Anti-Asian hate crimes are indicative of such danger. As we co-exist in an increasingly digital world, it is easier for
people to demonstrate hate and allow labels to become mass opinion. Thus, it is critical that we prevent the destruc-
tiveness of stereotyping through researching various means of minimizing it in-person and online, particularly by
targeting familiarity preference.
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