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Abstract 

This research examined the relationship between visual attention and maintenance of 

anti-fat prejudice. Previous research has found that prejudice might be maintained in part 

due to biased attentional allocation to stereotype-relevant information. Because anti-fat 

prejudice is commonplace in American society and is deemed to be socially acceptable, 

there is a great need to examine the relationship between attention and prejudice. 

Previous research on the subject has been mixed, with some researchers finding that high 

prejudiced persons further attended to stereotype-consistent information and others 

researchers finding a bias towards stereotype-inconsistent information. This study used a 

computer-based experiment to measure which kind of information was further attended to 

when forming an impression of a target person. The results of this study indicated that 

high levels of prejudice were associated with less attention being paid to stereotype-

relevant information; however, high levels of prejudice were also associated with better 

memory for stereotype-relevant information. This suggests that high-prejudiced 

individuals initially pay less attention to information because their stereotypes are already 

firmly in place, while they better remember that information due to the fact that it is 

relevant to their stereotypic schemas. Results also showed that low levels of prejudice 

were associated with greater memory for all descriptive information than those with high 

levels of prejudice. Overall, it seems as if visual attention may be an important mediator 

of stereotyping and prejudice, and this kind of research could perhaps be used in the 

future to develop interventions aimed at reducing the prevalence of anti-fat prejudice. 
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The Relationship Between Selective Visual Attention and the Maintenance of Anti-

fat Prejudice 

Despite the existence of a large body of research concerned with prejudice 

towards a wide variety of groups, such as racial minorities, women, and LGBT 

individuals, the issue of anti-fat prejudice has yet to become a topic of rich study. This is 

particularly surprising given the extremely high rate of obesity in the United States that 

only continues to grow (Flegal, Carroll, Kit, & Ogden, 2012). What research does exist 

has repeatedly demonstrated that both implicit and explicit prejudice toward obese 

individuals is commonplace in America (Brochu & Morrison, 2007; Puhl, Peterson, & 

Luedicke, 2012; Wang, Brownell, & Wadden, 2004). Biases against overweight 

individuals have been found across various divisions of society, from college students 

(Brochu & Morrison, 2007) and high-schoolers (Taylor, 2010) to health care 

professionals (Teachman & Brownell, 2001) and fitness center employees (Dimmock, 

Hallett, & Grove, 2009). That such prejudice has been found within the latter two groups 

is especially worrisome, as these people are charged with caring for and improving the 

lives of obese individuals. Even more alarming, the existence of these kinds of biases is 

not limited to those in the out-group. Obese individuals themselves hold strong negative 

implicit and explicit beliefs about other overweight individuals (Wang et al., 2004). 

There exists a great need to undertake further research concerning anti-fat 

prejudice because, while the prevalence of other prejudices (e.g., toward homosexuals 

and African Americans) has declined in recent years, being prejudiced against those who 

are overweight is still seen as being socially acceptable (Faulkner, French, Jeffery, 

Neumark-Sztainer, Sherwood, & Morton, 1999). One factor that contributes to this trend 
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may be high overestimation regarding the controllability over one’s weight. In other 

words, while gender, race, ethnicity, or sexuality are widely accepted to be beyond a 

person’s control, weight is largely attributed to personal lifestyle choices (Blaine & 

Williams, 2004). Contrary to this belief, however, there are a variety of genetic, 

economic, cognitive, environmental, and other factors that lead to obesity. In fact, there 

appear to be few differences in personality characteristics between obese and non-obese 

individuals, showing that there is no “maladaptive” personality trait that leads to obesity 

(Poston, Ericsson, Linder, Nilsson, Goodrick, & Foreyt, 1999). Despite these findings, 

anti-fat prejudice remains an ever-present challenge to millions of Americans. 

Anti-fat prejudice has a strong negative impact in a number of key social 

institutions. Research has repeatedly revealed a hiring prejudice against overweight 

individuals in a wide variety of professional fields (Puhl & Brownell, 2001; Rothblum, 

Miller, & Garbutt, 1988). In particular, obese individuals are thought to be less suited for 

jobs that require a high degree of interpersonal contact as these individuals are perceived 

to be emotionally and socially handicapped (Venturini, Castelli, & Tomelleri, 2006). 

Additionally, overweight individuals receive a lower salary when compared to normal 

weight individuals in the same positions (Saporta & Halper, 2003). Adverse effects of 

prejudice can also be found in education, where overweight individuals receive less 

financial support for college from their parents (Crandall, 1991) and are less likely than 

equivalent average-weight students to be accepted to college (Canning & Mayer, 1967). 

In the health care system, overweight individuals pay between 25% and 44% more than 

average weight individuals for outpatient and inpatient services (Quesenberry, Caan, & 
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Jacobson, 1998). Furthermore, many health insurance plans also explicitly exclude 

coverage for treatments related to obesity (Puhl & Brownell, 2001). 

Anti-fat prejudice also greatly impacts the psychological and emotional health of 

those who are overweight. On a self-report questionnaire concerning feelings about 

weight stigmatization and discrimination, overweight individuals reported being 

extremely hurt by the prejudice directed towards them, especially when the stigmatization 

comes from friends or family (Puhl, Moss-Racusin, Schwartz, & Brownell, 2008). Many 

of these individuals also indicated feeling like they were alone in their struggle and 

wished that the general public could recognize the physical, mental, and emotional toll 

that being overweight and being the object of discrimination has had on them. Such 

feelings of solitude and despondency can lead to harmful consequences, with overweight 

individuals and those that perceive themselves as being overweight being at a greater risk 

for suicide attempts (Swahn, Reynolds, Tice, Miranda-Pierangeli, Jones, & Jones, 2009). 

This risk is highest during adolescence, a period in which body image is extremely 

sensitive and meaningful. 

Given the clear negative consequences of anti-fat prejudice and discrimination, 

lowering the prevalence of this prejudice should benefit both the future physical and 

mental health outcomes for many individuals. However, such prejudice has proven to be 

a complex and variable phenomenon that is influenced by a wide variety of factors, 

including intra-individual, psychodynamic, cognitive, interpersonal, intergroup, 

institutional, and cultural factors (Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 

1993). Therefore, it is important for research to attempt to examine factors that may help 

to guide prejudice maintenance. 
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The Role of Stereotyping and Confirmation Bias 

One factor that is thought to serve the maintenance of prejudice is stereotyping. 

The use of stereotypes, which involves categorizing a group of people as having a 

predetermined set of characteristics (which are often negative), promotes prejudice 

(Sherman et al., 2005). In turn, prejudice promotes the use of stereotyping. For example, 

highly prejudiced people tend to rely more heavily on stereotypical judgments (Devine, 

1989). Therefore, researchers have posited that, in order to lessen the prevalence of 

prejudice, it is necessary to first change stereotypes (Sherman et al., 2005). However, 

changing stereotypic judgments is difficult, as they often exist below conscious 

awareness as deeply rooted habits. 

One way that these stereotypes are maintained is through a phenomenon called 

confirmation bias, which posits that people favor information that confirms their 

preexisting beliefs. As a result, individuals tend to remember information best when it 

reinforces their stereotypes. In this way, stereotypes essentially become self-reinforcing. 

Furthermore, confirmation bias theory argues that even when people perceive 

disconfirming information, they may choose to discard it. For instance, prejudiced 

individuals often perceive stereotype consistent information as dispositional (due to the 

internal characteristics of the target; e.g., an obese person’s low performance on a test is 

due to their lack of intelligence) while they perceive stereotype inconsistent information 

as situational (due to external factors outside of the target’s control; e.g., an obese 

person’s high performance on a test is due to the test’s simplicity) (Sanderson, 2009). 

This tendency for disconfirming information to be attributed to environmental factors 
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rather than personal qualities means that such information does not have the opportunity 

to challenge the existing stereotype. 

The Role of Visual Attention 

One way that confirmation bias may operate in our daily lives is through visual 

attention. In particular, our visual experience of the world is largely determined by the 

small subset of objects we attend to throughout the day (Driver, 2001). This occurs 

because, as we navigate our world, we simply do not have enough mental resources to 

fully process all aspects of our surroundings. Instead, we must select some objects on 

which to focus our attention while simultaneously ignoring other aspects of the visual 

scene. Because what we attend to largely determines our conscious experience – and 

what we can explicitly remember – researchers in this field attempt to understand the 

mechanisms that guide attention (e.g., what tends to draw our attention, why do certain 

things more effectively gather our attentional resources, etc.). Because confirmation bias 

states that we put greater emphasis on stereotype-consistent information and neglect 

stereotype-inconsistent information, it is inexorably linked with visual attention. 

Therefore, studying the role that visual attention plays in stereotype relevant situations 

may provide valuable insight into the cognitive processes underlying the persistence of 

stereotypes. 

As we navigate our visual world, we are presented with some information that 

supports our pre-existing stereotypes as well as alternative information that contradicts 

those same stereotypic beliefs. The visual information that we process influences (and 

most likely perpetuates) our stereotypes, and, in turn, our stereotypes aid in creating and 

maintaining our prejudices. Early research supported the theoretical framework of 
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confirmation bias in that people more deeply attended to information that reinforced their 

preexisting stereotypes (Frey, 1986). More recently, however, research has shown that 

the relationship between stereotypes and attention may not be so simple (Allen, Sherman, 

Conrey, & Stroessner, 2009; Sherman, Conrey, Stroessner, & Azam, 2005). In one study, 

Sherman and colleagues (2005) required participants to read and memorize a series of 

statements that described a homosexual individual. These statements depicted 

information that was consistent, inconsistent, or neutral with regards to the homosexual 

stereotype. After completing a filler task, participants performed a statement recognition 

task in order to judge their memory for the each statement type. Performance on the 

memory task was taken to reflect the amount of attention initially paid to the statements. 

The results indicated that high prejudice participants exhibited better memory for 

stereotype-inconsistent information, while low prejudice participants showed no 

differences in memory between statement types. The finding that high prejudice 

participants better remembered stereotype-inconsistent information may seem to be 

counterintuitive with the theory of confirmation bias; however, the researchers explained 

that this may have occurred due to the need for prejudiced individuals to spend more 

cognitive effort on inconsistent information in an effort to explain away this information 

(Sherman et al., 2005). Therefore, even if inconsistent information is more greatly 

attended, this information may still be discarded. Although these findings may be 

enlightening, the authors’ reliance on memory as an indirect measure of attention make it 

difficult to completely reconcile the results. Attending to something and remembering 

something are related, yet still very different processes. Therefore, results from a memory 

task may tell us little about how that information was attended to in the initial phase of 
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the experiment. In a separate experiment, Sherman and colleagues (2005) required 

participants to simultaneously inspect two statements (which again were either stereotype 

consistent, inconsistent, or neutral) presented side-by-side. At a random time during the 

trial, a probe (the letter “X”) appeared above one of the two statements, and the 

participant was required to rapidly identify on which side of the screen the probe 

appeared. Results revealed that participants detected the probe more rapidly when it was 

located near a stereotype-inconsistent statement. Sherman et al. (2005) interpreted this 

finding as direct evidence that more attention was paid to that side of the display. 

Although this task does provide a more direct measure of visual attention, it is still 

somewhat limited because participants were responding to something presented “near” 

the statements and not the statements themselves. However, the general approach taken 

by Sherman et al. (2005) does offer some insights into how to study the relationship 

between visual attention and prejudice maintenance. 

In a different study, a research team investigated whether one’s cognitive load 

(the amount of information currently being stored in working memory) affected what 

kind of information was more deeply attended to (Allen et al., 2009). The researchers 

were able to find a clear link between cognitive load and information preference. 

Participants whom had full processing capacity paid more attention to stereotype-

consistent information, while those who were under cognitive load further attended to 

stereotype-inconsistent information. The authors explain that when one’s cognitive 

capacity is at full strength, people tend to fall victim to confirmation bias, seeking out 

information that fits within their stereotypic schemas. However, when one’s cognitive 

capacity is diminished or depleted, the brain needs to be more efficient to facilitate the 
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processing of novel (disconfirming) information (Allen et al., 2009). Because this 

information is entering into an already occupied brain, it may have less of a long-lasting 

influence than the stereotype consistent information that already fits existing schemata. 

Taken together, the findings of Sherman et al. (2005) and Allen et al. (2009) make clear 

that further research is needed to truly understand the relationship between visual 

attention and prejudice. 

The Current Study 

The current study attempts to expand upon previous work analyzing the link 

between stereotyping and visual attention by adopting a methodological approach similar 

to that used by Sherman et al. (2005) but with a more direct measure of attention to the 

descriptive statements. While those researchers examined prejudice toward homosexuals 

and African Americans, the present work focuses on anti-fat views. It may stand to 

reason that anti-fat prejudice works in the same manner as other prejudices. However, as 

indicated above, there are some unique aspects to this kind of prejudice – such as the 

perceived locus of control – that may lead to different results. In particular, because being 

overweight is often seen as an individual’s “fault,” anti-fat prejudice differs in a major 

way from other prejudices and may therefore be perpetuated by different cognitive 

processes. To improve upon the methodology of Sherman et al. (2005) and directly 

measure visual attention to stereotype-consistent and stereotype-inconsistent information, 

the current study measured how long participants took to study each type of descriptive 

statement. 

Because someone with a high degree of anti-fat prejudice already has a well-

established stereotypic schema for obesity, he or she should not be inclined to carefully 
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attend to information about overweight individuals. Therefore, we expect to find that high 

prejudice participants will spend less time reading information about an obese individual 

compared to information about a thin individual. Nonetheless, we also anticipate that 

their strong schema will lead high-prejudiced participants to better remember stereotype-

relevant information for obese rather thin individuals. In contrast, we expect that low 

prejudice participants will take longer to study information and remember more 

information than high prejudice participants due to the fact that they both further attended 

to this information and have less bias (preconceived information) to interfere with 

memory recall. Finally, we expect that, even when presented with a balanced amount of 

descriptive information, high prejudice participants will rate overweight targets more 

negatively on a variety of personality characteristics, such as motivation, intelligence, and 

attractiveness, due to the stereotypes that are associated with overweight persons. 

Method 

Participants 

Sixty-four undergraduates at Wheaton College participated in the experiment. 

These individuals were recruited using a subject pool system in which students enrolled 

in Introductory Psychology and Quantitative Research Methods courses were required to 

participate in research. Prior to signing up for the experiment, the participants were told 

that the experiment would take approximately thirty minutes and would be dealing with 

impression formation. 

Materials and Measures 

Target Weight. Stock photos of eight individuals served as images of the 

participants’ hypothetical lab partner. Photos were taken from shutterstock.com, a stock 
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photo website containing tens of thousands of stock photos which can be purchased for 

general use. The experimenters carefully selected the pictures based on similarities in 

posture, clothing, background, and gender (all photos were of male individuals). After 

being selected, these photos were sent to a “Photoshop” professional who manipulated 

the photos and produced both fat and thin versions of each target photo. The professional 

produced a total of seven pictures for each individual, ranging from very thin to obese. In 

the end, however, the experimenters chose only two versions of each individual: the 

original photo and the most overweight of the photos (see Figure 1 below). Each 

participant was presented with only one photo during the experimental. Therefore, each 

participant only saw one size of his or her target individual. However, across participants, 

both the obese and thin version of each picture was used an equal number of times. 

 

Figure 1. Sample images for thin (Top Row) and obese (Bottom Row) target individuals. Each 
participant was only presented with a single such image during the experiment. 
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Stereotype Congruency. In the initial phase of the experiment, each participant 

was required to read through and attempt to memorize a list of 24 statements, which 

described the person depicted in the photo. Eight of these statements were consistent with 

the stereotype of overweight individuals as being lazy (i.e., “left his room a mess”), eight 

of the statements were inconsistent with that stereotype (i.e., “worked hard for a 

promotion”), and eight of the statements were neutral “distractors” which were unrelated 

to the stereotype (i.e., “drank a glass of water”). To arrive at this final list of statements, 

the experimenters first generated a list of 150 statements, with approximately 50 

belonging in each category. Pretesting was then used to determine which of these 

statements best represented each of the categories. The 150 statements were compiled 

into survey form. Survey takers were instructed to decide whether each statement best 

described someone who was lazy or motivated, ranking each statement on a “1” (lazy) to 

“7” (motivated) scale. After thirty individuals had performed the pretesting survey, the 

experimenters found the statements that best represented each category and used these 

statements in the experimental task. In order to ensure that results were not influenced by 

factors other than the statements’ content (statement length, for example), two different 

statement lists were used across participants. Within data analysis, the neutral statements 

were not analyzed; they were simply used as distractors. 

Statement Study Time. Each trial during the statement study phase presented a 

single statement centrally on the display until participants indicated that they were ready 

to move to the next statement. Therefore, participants controlled the amount of time that 

they spent looking at each statement. Measuring the duration that participants gazed at 

each type of statement provides a measure of attentional effort. 
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Target Personality Trait Ratings. After completing the study task, the 

participants used what they had learned from the statements to rate their lab partner on 

eight different personality characteristics. These ratings were presented as a scale from 

“1” to “4”, in which the “1” response indicated one dimension of the target characteristic 

and the “4” response indicated the opposite dimension of that characteristic. For example, 

if the target characteristic was attractiveness, the word “attractive” would appear above 

the “1” response, and the word “unattractive” would appear above the “4” response. 

Some of the characteristics were derived from personality traits that are commonly 

associated with the study of anti-fat prejudice: attractiveness, level of motivation, and 

intelligence. Anti-fat prejudice research has repeatedly revealed that people tend to 

believe that overweight individuals are less attractive, lazier, and less intelligence than 

average weight individuals. Additional characteristics were derived from the “Big 5” 

personality traits (Digman, 1990) (though these were used as filler characteristics, as they 

have not been linked to anti-fat prejudice.)  

IAT Prejudice Score. Participants also completed a version of the Implicit 

Association Task (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998) to study their implicit 

biases. Implicit biases are prejudices that exist beneath our consciousness which may 

guide our actions but do so without us being aware of the link between the two 

(Greenwald et al. 1998). The IAT involves the use of word classification tasks in which 

participants must associate two target concepts with an attribute. The goal of the IAT is to 

determine if associating an attribute with one concept is more difficult than doing so with 

the other (e.g., is it easier to pair “white” with “good” than “black” with “good”). 

Differences in speed and accuracy between the associations are interpreted as evidence of 
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an implicit bias. Participants in the current study completed an obesity version of the 

IAT, adapted from the Yale Rudd Center, a research division devoted to the study of food 

policy and obesity (see http://www.yaleruddcenter.org). In the initial phase of the task, 

the participant was required to classify each word into one of two categories (each 

presented at the left or right of the display monitor). There were two combinations of 

categories: the attributes “good” and “bad” (into which words such as “wonderful”, 

“terrible”, and “excellent” were sorted), and the target concepts “fat” and “thin,” (into 

which words such as “obese”, “slim”, and “skinny” were sorted). In the next phase of the 

IAT, the attribute and target concept categories were paired together, and participant were 

required to decide if the target word belonged to one of the two left-sided categories (e.g., 

“good” and “fat”) or one of the two right-sided categories (e.g., “bad” and “thin”). In the 

final phase of the experiment, the category pairings were switched (“good” and “thin” 

would appear together, and “bad” and “fat” would appear together), and the participant 

performed the same task. The order in which the category pairings were presented was 

counterbalanced across participants. Analyzing participants’ reaction time and accuracy 

for these trials provides an index of their implicit bias against overweight individuals. For 

instance, if a participant was able to more easily and more quickly associate the 

categories “fat” and “bad” than the categories “fat” and “good,” this would indicate some 

level of implicit prejudice. 

High and low prejudice groups of participants were created through a tertiary split 

of the IAT results. The IAT scores ranged from -0.70 to 1.46. Based on an even split into 

three groups, each representing one third of the participants: IAT scores below 0.49 were 

categorized as low prejudice, and IAT scores above 1.00 were categorized as high 
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prejudice. The results of twenty-two participants’ whose score fell between these two 

categories were not analyzed. This left twenty-two participants assigned to the high 

prejudice group and twenty-two participants in the low prejudice group. 

Statement Memory Accuracy and Reaction Time. In the last task of the 

experiment, participants’ memory for the studied statements was tested. Each participant 

was presented with forty-eight statements. Twenty-four of these statements were identical 

to the ones that the participants had previously studied about their lab partner, while the 

remaining statements were novel ones that the participants had never seen before. Each 

statement was presented alone in the center of the display with the words “yes” and “no” 

appearing at the top corners of the screen. In order to prevent a left/right bias in response 

rates, whether “yes” was on the left or right of the display was counterbalanced across 

participants. 

Procedure 

Participants were welcomed into the laboratory and were given an informed 

consent form to read. After the participant signed the informed consent form, the 

experimenter asked the participant a series of questions to ensure that they were eligible 

to take the experiment (including questions about visual acuity, color vision, handedness, 

and relevant medical history). 

After completing consent, participants were seated in a private testing room in 

front of a computer monitor. Viewing distance was maintained by having participants 

keep their head positioned on a chin rest. In the initial phase of the experiment, the 

participant was asked to “randomly” select an individual that would be their lab partner 

for an entire semester, choosing a number between 1 and 4 in order to do so. In reality, 
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each lab partner image was predetermined by a counterbalanced presentation of thin and 

obese targets across participants. After being presented with this image, participants were 

told that they would be reading a series of statements that described their lab partner or a 

recent behavior of this person. They were told to both use these statements to form an 

impression of their lab partner and to attempt to memorize the statements in order to 

complete a memory task later in the experiment, while reading the statements as quickly 

as possible. 

Participants were then presented with the statements, with each appearing one at a 

time in the center of the display until they pressed any button on a button box to advance 

to the next statement. Before the critical trials, participants were given three practice 

trials in order to help get them used to the task. The practice statements were unrelated to 

the lab partner and were not required to be memorized. After reading through each of the 

statements, participants then performed the trait-rating task, using the button box to rate 

their lab partner on the 1 through 4 scale for each personality characteristic. Next, 

participants completed the IAT. They were told that the purpose of this task was to make 

it more difficult to remember the statements that they had studied and the trait ratings that 

they had given their lab partner. After the IAT, the participant rated their lab partners on 

the same eight personality traits. During the final phase of the experiment, participants 

were again shown a picture of their lab partner and then completed the statement memory 

task, beginning with six practice trials. 

Once the memory task was completed, participants were thanked for their 

assistance and given a debriefing form. 
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Results 

Statement Study Time 

Study time for the initial statement presentation was analyzed using a 2 

(Stereotype Congruency: Consistent v. Inconsistent) x 2 (Target Weight: Thin v. Obese) 

x 2 (IAT Prejudice Score: Low v. High) mixed-model analysis of variance (ANOVA), 

which failed to reveal any significant main effects or interactions (Fs(1, 40) < 2.63, ps > 

.10). However, visual inspection of the data did reveal several interesting trends (see 

Figure 2 below). For instance, high prejudice participants spent less time studying 

statements than low prejudice participants, regardless of the statements’ stereotype 

consistency or the weight of the target individual. Additionally, the high prejudice 

participants that were presented with an obese target individual studied the statements 

more quickly than the high prejudice participants that were presented with a thin target 

individual. When considering the low prejudice participants, however, this study pattern 

was only evident for statements that were consistent with the obesity stereotype. When 

low prejudice participants studied stereotype inconsistent statements, they did so at the 

same pace regardless of whether they had been presented with an obese or thin 

individual. 
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Figure 2. Mean statement study duration as a function of whether the statement was consistent or 
inconsistent with the obesity stereotype, the weight of the target individual , and the participant’s 
IAT score (high v. low prejudice). Error bars reflect one between-groups SEM, 
 
Statement Memory Accuracy 

Memory accuracy for the statements was analyzed by using a 2 (Stereotype 

Congruency: Consistent v. Inconsistent) x 2 (Target Weight: Thin v. Obese) x 2 (IAT 

Prejudice Score: Low v. High) mixed-model ANOVA. Results revealed a significant 

main effect for IAT Prejudice Score (F(1, 40) = 5.83, p < .03) with low prejudice 

participants (M = 87.86%, SE = 0.02) correctly remembering more statements than high 

prejudice participants (M = 81.27%, SE = 0.02). As seen in Figure 3 below, this pattern 

was not affected by the statements’ consistency with the obesity stereotype or the weight 



23 
	  

of the target individual. No other main effects or interactions were significant (Fs(1, 40) 

< 0.93, ps > .33). 

Inspection of the data also revealed some interesting differences in how the 

weight of the target individual related to high and low prejudice participants’ memory 

performance. In particular, high prejudice participants performed more accurately when 

the target individual was obese, whereas a more complicated pattern characterized the 

low prejudice participants’ memory performance. When the statements were consistent 

with the obesity stereotype, these low prejudice participants performed less accurately 

when the target individual was obese. No accuracy difference, however, was found when 

the statements were inconsistent with the obesity stereotype. 



24 
	  

 

Figure 3. Mean percent correct on the statement memory test as a function of whether the statement 
was consistent or inconsistent with the obesity stereotype, the weight of the target individual , and the 
participant’s IAT score (high v. low prejudice). Error bars reflect one between-groups SEM. 
 
Statement Memory Reaction Time 

Reaction time for the statement memory task was analyzed by using a 2 

(Stereotype Congruency: Consistent v. Inconsistent) x 2 (Target Weight: Thin v. Obese) 

x 2 (IAT Prejudice Score: Low v. High) mixed-model ANOVA which revealed a 

significant Target Weight X IAT Prejudice Score interaction (F(1, 40) = 7.28, p < .01) 

and a marginally-significant Stereotype Congruency X Target Weight X IAT Prejudice 

Score interaction (F(1, 40) = 3.26, p < .08). As illustrated in Figure 4 below, high 

prejudice participants responded more quickly when presented an obese target whereas 
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low prejudice participants showed the opposite trend. Although this pattern was evident 

regardless of the statements’ consistency toward the obesity stereotype, the magnitude of 

the effect was more pronounced when both types of participants read stereotype 

consistent statements. No other significant main effects or interactions were detected 

(Fs(1, 40) < 1.62, ps > .20). 

 

Figure 4. Mean reaction time on the statement memory test as a function of whether the statement 
was consistent or inconsistent with the obesity stereotype, the weight of the target individual, and the 
participant’s IAT score (high v. low prejudice). Error bars reflect one between-groups SEM. 
 
Target Personality Trait Ratings 
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Three personality trait ratings (motivated v. lazy, smart v. stupid, attractive v. 

unattractive) were each analyzed using a separate 2 (Time 1 v. Time 2) x 2 (Target 

Weight: Thin v. Obese) X 2 (IAT Prejudice Score: Low v. High) mixed-model ANOVA. 

Motivated vs. Lazy. Results revealed a marginally-significant main effect for 

IAT Prejudice (F(1, 40) = 3.68, p = .062) in which high prejudice participants rated target 

individuals as being more motivated than low prejudice participants (see Figure 5 below). 

No other main effects or interactions were significant (Fs(1, 40) < 1.73, ps > .19). 

Inspection of the data revealed that participants generally rated target individuals as being 

lazy instead of motivated. Additionally, high prejudice participants tended to rate obese 

target individuals as being lazier than thin target individuals. Low prejudice participants 

also showed this pattern, but only at Time 2 (i.e., after completing the IAT). Initially, 

they rated obese and thin target individuals as being equally lazy (see Figure 5 below). 
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Figure 5. Mean rating of target individual for motivated vs. lazy personality trait as a function of 
when it was taken (before or after the IAT), the weight of the target individual , and the participant’s 
IAT score (high v. low prejudice). Error bars reflect one between-groups SEM. 
 

Smart vs. Stupid. No significant main effects or interactions were found in this 

analysis (Fs(1, 40) < 2.23, ps > .14). Figure 6 below reveals that both high and low 

prejudice participants generally rated target individuals as being smart rather than stupid. 

Also, high prejudice participants tended to rate obese target individuals as being less 

smart than their thin counterparts whereas low prejudice participants showed the opposite 

trend. Furthermore, the size of this obese vs. thin rating difference increased after 

completing the IAT. 



28 
	  

 

Figure 6. Mean rating of target individual for smart vs. stupid personality trait as a function of when 
it was taken (before or after the IAT), the weight of the target individual, and the participant’s IAT 
score (high v. low prejudice). Error bars reflect one between-groups SEM. 
 

Attractive vs. Unattractive. A significant main effect for Target Weight (F(1, 

40) = 7.70, p < .01) was found in which obese target individuals were rated as being more 

unattractive than the thin target individuals (see Figure 7 below). No other significant 

main effects or interactions were found in this analysis (Fs(1, 40) < 1.83, ps > .18). 

Figure 7 also shows that, although high and low prejudice participants provided very 

similar ratings for thin target individuals, the high prejudice participants tended to rate 

obese target individuals as being more unattractive than their low prejudice participant 

counterparts. These trends were very similar at both Time 1 and Time 2. 
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Figure 7. Mean rating of target individual for attractive vs. unattractive personality trait as a 
function of when it was taken (before or after the IAT), the weight of the target individual, and the 
participant’s IAT score (high v. low prejudice). Error bars reflect one between-groups SEM. 
 

Discussion 

This study looked to examine the relationship between visual attentional 

allocation and stereotype maintenance. In particular, it aimed to analyze how individuals’ 

level of prejudice affected their attention toward stereotype-relevant information, and 

how biased attentional allocation may reinforce preexisting stereotypes. Results indicated 

that both the implicit prejudice of the participant and the weight of the target individual 

influenced how information was attended and encoded. 
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Statement Study Time 

First, although the statistical analysis of statement study time failed to reveal any 

significant differences, the trends from the data show that low prejudice participants 

spent a greater amount of time studying statements than high prejudice participants, 

regardless of the statements’ stereotype consistency or the weight of the target individual. 

This pattern likely emerged because low prejudice participants are more motivated than 

high prejudice individuals to form accurate impressions of targets (Sherman et al. 2005). 

Therefore, low prejudice participants likely spent more time reading presented 

information with the goal of using this information to form an accurate, unbiased 

impression. This finding is in line with previous research regarding low prejudice 

persons’ attentiveness to information (Monteith, 1993; Sherman et al., 2005). 

Additionally, the trends from the data show that high prejudice participants spent less 

time devoting their attentional resources to information concerning obese targets 

compared to thin targets, a finding that is in line with our original hypotheses. This 

pattern likely emerged because the obesity-related stereotypic schemas that high 

prejudice participants already have in place diminish the utility of any new information 

about that individual. Therefore, high prejudice participants are more likely to discard 

evaluative information for obese persons. This finding is in line with evidence that high-

prejudice participants make more stereotypical and less information-based judgments 

than do low prejudice participants (Monteith, 1993). In other words, even when presented 

with ample information about someone, high prejudice participants are less motivated to 

devote attentional resources towards that information when evaluating a person against 

whom they are prejudiced. The presence of this trend even when participants were 
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explicitly given the task of remembering the descriptive information is alarming. Without 

these memory instructions, it seems likely that the effects would have been more 

substantial as high prejudice participants would have paid even less attention to the 

descriptive statements. 

Statement Memory Accuracy and Reaction Time 

Trends (though not statistically significant) also emerged when considering 

memory accuracy for the studied statements. For instance, despite spending less time 

studying information, high prejudice individuals exhibited better memory for statements 

describing obese targets vs. thin targets. This pattern was evident for both stereotype-

consistent and stereotype-inconsistent information. Previous research on this topic has 

been split. Some research (Frey, 1986) has argued that high degrees of prejudice leads to 

increased attention to information that confirms preexisting stereotypes. However, other 

research (Allen et al., 2009; Sherman et al., 2005) has reported that being highly 

prejudiced leads individuals to further attend to information that disconfirms their 

stereotypes. The present research demonstrates that be that both of these findings may be, 

in part, accurate. High prejudice participants seemed to individuals may further encode 

any stereotype-relevant information. Whether presented information is consistent or 

inconsistent with their stereotypes, as long as information in some way relates to their 

bias, it is better remembered. This trend persisted despite the fact that the reaction time 

results showed that high-prejudiced individuals spent less time devoting attention to 

information about obese targets. It seems as if the relationship between attentional 

allocation and prejudice maintenance may be multifaceted. When high-prejudiced 

individuals are initially presented with descriptive information about an obese target, they 
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spend less time looking at this information, as it has little use due to their biases that are 

already in place. However, when asked to remember descriptive information about an 

obese target, they have a tendency to better remember information that is relevant to their 

preexisting stereotypes. This somewhat contradictory nature of attentional allocation may 

help to explain why past research regarding the link between prejudice and attention has 

been so convoluted. 

Trends from the memory accuracy data also showed that low prejudice 

participants were more accurate than their high prejudice counterparts, regardless of the 

stereotype consistency of the statements or the weight of the target individual. One 

interpretation of this trend is that people who are not hampered by prejudice may be 

increasingly motivated to form an accurate impression of an individual based on the 

available information (Sherman et al., 2005). Low-prejudiced individuals also had very 

similar memory accuracy for obese targets across stereotype-consistent and stereotype-

inconsistent statements. This finding further shows that low-prejudiced individuals likely 

encoded both types of information with equal effort (see also Sherman et al., 2005). 

Monteith (1993) has argued that efforts on the part of low prejudice participants to 

equally attend to all available information is likely due to their inherent belief that 

stereotyping is negative and shameful. 

The speed with which high vs. low prejudice participants made their memory 

decisions also revealed some interesting trends. Most notably, high prejudice participants 

responded more quickly when presented with an obese versus a thin target individual, 

while low prejudice participants show the opposite pattern. These findings correspond 

well with the conclusions made concerning participants’ accuracy on the memory task. 
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While high prejudice participants spent less time attending to information about obese vs. 

thin individuals when initially studying the statements, they nonetheless made faster, 

more accurate, responses when indicating their memory for stereotype-relevant 

information about these obese individuals. Apparently, information that is relevant to 

someone’s preexisting stereotypes and biases can be more quickly and easily brought to 

mind. 

Target Personality Trait Ratings 

Results from the trait ratings task indicated that for the motivation, intelligence, 

and attractiveness traits, significant trends emerged. For the motivated/lazy trait, high 

prejudiced participants rated all target individuals as being more motivated than did low 

prejudice participants. In general, all participants tended to rate target individuals as more 

lazy than motivated. These two findings in conjunction show that statements describing a 

lazy individual may have been more salient, and therefore more easily brought to mind in 

evaluation, than statements describing a motivated individual. While the statistics 

revealed no other significant results for this trait rating, Figure 5 shows that high 

prejudice participants tended to rate obese target individuals as being lazier than thin 

target individuals. This finding makes sense in light of research that has shown that obese 

individuals are associated with being lazy and unmotivated (Harris, Harris, and Bochner, 

1982). This trend also emerged for low prejudice participants, but only at Time 2 (after 

completion of the IAT). Therefore, it seems as if performing the IAT task may have 

changed low prejudice participants’ evaluations of obese targets. It may be that the IAT 

helped to activate stereotypes that are most often dormant in low prejudice individuals, 

causing them to evaluate obese targets in a more stereotypic manner after doing the IAT. 
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For the attractiveness trait rating, both high-prejudiced and low-prejudiced individuals 

rated overweight targets as being significantly less attractive than thin targets, a finding 

that makes sense given the multiple negative traits typically associated with obese 

individuals. Figure 7 also shows that high prejudice participants deemed obese targets to 

be more unattractive than did low prejudice participants. This finding coincides with past 

research that has demonstrated that obese individuals are rated as less attractive, 

especially by those who are high in prejudice (Harris et al., 1982). For the smart/stupid 

trait rating, a trend emerged showing that high prejudice participants found overweight 

targets to be less intelligent than thin targets, while low prejudice participants found thin 

targets to be less intelligent than overweight targets (See Figure 6). Therefore, it seems as 

if high prejudiced participants’ biases caused them to evaluate obese persons in a more 

negative light. This finding is in line with previous research that has shown that obese 

persons are perceived as less intelligent, especially amongst those who are high in 

prejudice (Harris et al., 1982). 

Limitations 

While measures were taken to reduce the number of methodological weaknesses 

in this study, as with any design, some limitations remained. Most of these limitations 

arose due to the high variability of the data. We controlled for and measured a number of 

variables in this research; therefore, any inherent problems concerning how these 

variables were operationally defined could have led to issues within the study. For 

example, the variable of attention was operationalized as performance on a memory task 

about presented information. Despite the fact that memory task performance is surely 

mediated by how much attention was paid to the information, attending to something and 



35 
	  

remembering something are two completely different processes which require different 

cognitive mechanisms to undertake. Therefore, a more direct measure of visual attention 

could give us a better idea of the attention-prejudice relationship. Also, because our large 

number of variables caused participants to be divided into a variety of different kinds of 

categories (high vs. low IAT score, fat or thin target weight, etc.), each analyzed group 

contained a small number of participants, decreasing the likelihood of finding 

significance and increasing the likelihood that an outlier could have affected the results. 

There were a number of different possible issues concerning the variables that could have 

limited the study’s effectiveness. For one, the memory task itself may have been too 

simple. Participants typically scored in the 84%-86% correct range, which is relatively 

high, as the baseline score would be merely 50%. If the task was too easy, its simplicity 

may have outweighed any prejudice-mediated attention or memory differences that may 

have emerged from a more complex task. Another problem may have arisen from the 

statements themselves. Differences in performance on a specific statement could have 

arisen from something salient within the content of the statement rather than its 

stereotype congruency. For example, many of the statements mentioned a specific object 

(e.g., went on Facebook during class) while others were more vague (e.g., accomplished 

a goal). Therefore, memory differences could have occurred due to memory of content 

rather than memory of stereotype congruency. In addition, the statements varied in their 

length and word count, meaning that memory differences could also have been formed 

due to physical cues. There also may have been issues concerning the insertion of the 

IAT task into the middle of the experiment. The aforementioned differences between the 

Time 1 and Time 2 trait ratings show that the IAT was likely affecting participants’ 
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cognitions during the experiment. Therefore, participants’ stereotypic schemas may have 

been differentially activated at different points of the experiment, adding another possible 

reason for the variability of the experiment. Lastly, there may have been issues 

concerning the trait rating task. Participants used a “1” through “4” scale to provide trait 

ratings, meaning that the scale had no middle category and lacked a wide range of 

responses. For most of the traits, the average rating was somewhere between “2” and “3”. 

A longer and odd-numbered scale would likely have shown a wider and more revealing 

range of responses. 

There also may have been issues with demand characteristics and/or evaluation 

apprehension that could have affected the study. While we did use a cover story with the 

aim of masking the true purpose of the study, the participant may have been alerted as to 

the fact that we were actually studying anti-fat prejudice due to the addition of the IAT or 

to other cues. After discovering this, participants may have behaved in a unnatural 

manner, due either to a fear of being judged as prejudiced or to a desire to please the 

researcher or protect their self-image. These participant effects could have emerged due 

to a problem with the cover story itself. If the cover story was transparent and the true 

nature of the study was discovered, participants’ behaviors would have been controlled 

(influenced by both actual attitudes and performance) rather than automatic (influenced 

by solely attitudes), rendering useless any attempt to study implicit prejudices. It may 

also have been that the directions given within the cover story were too vague. The 

participants were prompted to form an impression of their target, but they were in no way 

impelled to focus upon the weight of their target. Therefore, if the picture and cover story 

failed to activate the participants’ stereotypic schemas, little attention and/or memory bias 
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would likely be shown. This seems likely especially in light of a research finding by 

Wheeler and Fiske (2005). They tested to see if amygdala activity, which has been found 

to be associated with automatic social evaluations, would differ between a simple visual 

inspection of an African American male’s face and a task making that face relevant as a 

social target. They found that visual inspection of the face yielded no amygdala activity 

and no activation of stereotype knowledge, while the more socially relevant task did 

cause these changes. Therefore, if our participants were simply visually inspecting their 

target without considering him in a socially relevant manner, their prejudices may not 

have been fully activated. 

Directions for Future Research 

Future research should first and foremost aim to simplify this study’s 

methodology to decrease the associated data variability. A simpler study would help to 

eliminate the likelihood that extraneous variables masked effects that would otherwise 

have been significant. Future studies might isolate two critical variables (implicit 

prejudice score and memory for stereotype-relevant information, for example) in an 

attempt to show a direct and meaningful relationship between the two. Future studies may 

also look to obtain a larger participant pool in order to decrease the possible negative 

effects of outliers and give the study additional power. In addition, if one were to perform 

a similar study to ours, it would be prudent to attempt to resolve the limitations discussed 

above. For example, it may be necessary to make the memory task more difficult to 

assure the memory differences caused by biased attentional allocation would emerge. It 

would also be prudent to assure greater compatibility between the statements, controlling 

for both content and length. This would assure that attention and memorization 
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differences for a statement truly emerged from the statement’s stereotype congruency. In 

the future, it also may be necessary to put the IAT task at the end of the experiment in 

order to prevent it from differentially affecting participants’ performance across the 

experiment. Lastly, a future study should use broader dimensions for their trait rating 

scale, as this would help bring to light some evaluative differences that were not revealed 

through the use of a “1” through “4” scale. 

Future research should also assure that automatic (rather than controlled) 

processes are being activated. In this manner, problems concerning demand 

characteristics could be better eliminated. This goal could be accomplished in a wide 

variety of ways. First, rather than completely masking the true intentions of the study, it 

may be beneficial to direct participants to attend to their target and associated information 

in a more socially relevant way. Alerting the participants in one way or another that they 

should be analyzing their target in a socially relevant manner, thereby making any 

associated stereotypes more available, would help to assure that participants’ prejudices 

and stereotypes are directing their behaviors throughout the rest of the experiment. 

Another way that future research could assure that automatic processes are being 

activated would be to use stereotype consistent and inconsistent pictures rather than 

statements. Statements require not only attention but also conscious cognitive processing 

to derive meaning from the words on the screen. Therefore, this semantic aspect of 

statement reading lends itself better to the study of controlled processes rather than 

automatic ones. Using pictures, which don’t require the same sort of cognitive processing 

to be evaluated, would give us a much better measure of automatic processes. Because 
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most prejudice occurs at the implicit level, beneath consciousness, making sure that 

automatic rather than controlled responses are being triggered is of great importance. 

Future research could also aim to directly measure attention rather than using 

memory as a function of attention. One manner in which this could be accomplished 

would be the use of eye tracking technology. Eye tracking technology measures the 

movements of the eye as it navigates throughout the visual field. Knowing exactly what 

the eye is fixating upon and what the eye chooses to ignore is integral in the study of 

visual perception. In this kind of study, eye tracking technology could tell us exactly 

where attention is being diverted, giving us a precise measure of whether participants 

further attended to stereotype consistent or stereotype inconsistent information. 

Additionally, future research could address exactly what processes are occurring in the 

brain during prejudiced evaluations. This could be accomplished by using event-related 

potentials (ERPs), which are recordings of brain activity during cognitive processing. 

Using these two measures in conjunction would tell us both how prejudice directly 

affects attention and what brain processes are at work during these prejudiced 

observations. 

Conclusion 

This research demonstrated that there is likely a link between attentional 

allocation and stereotype and prejudice maintenance. However, there is a relative dearth 

of literature that has investigated this subject, and the research that has been done has 

come with mixed results. Therefore, it seems necessary to continue to push forward in 

this area of research in order to further explore how stereotyping and attentional 

allocation affect one another. Due to the fact that our attentional resources are very 
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limited and that we can only fully attend to a few things at once, the study of the manner 

in which we attend to and evaluate stereotyped individuals is of the utmost importance. It 

may be that visual attention is an important mediator of stereotyping and prejudice and 

may be a significant factor as to why stereotypes persist. Therefore, future research 

should attempt to use direct measures of attention (such as eye tracking) in order to 

determine exactly how attention seems to effective our stereotypes. This kind of research 

could also help us to create interventions for reducing prejudice in the future. Directing 

prejudiced individuals to simply pay greater attention to information about the individual 

may result in the breakdown of their stereotypes, and, in turn, their prejudices. 
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