
were to press another button labeled “don’t shoot.” In some cases the person hold-
ing the object was a European American, whereas in other cases he was an African
American.

The key question of interest was whether the participants were more apt to mistake
an ordinary object for a weapon when it was in the hands of an African American.
Figure 10.8 provides strong evidence that they did (see also Greenwald, Oakes, &
Hoffman, 2003; B. K. Payne, 2001; B. K. Payne, Lambert, & Jacoby, 2002). Follow-
up research found that stereotypes, not prejudiced feelings, underlie this effect (Judd,
Blair, & Chapleau, 2004). Rather than being due to hatred, fear, or other negative
emotions, the effect stems from the belief that weapons are more apt to be found in
the hands of African Americans than in the hands of European Americans.

The weapon misidentification effect establishes that common cultural stereotypes
can have dangerous consequences. Although the effects of stereotypes are rarely this
consequential, they are pervasive. Suppose I tell you I have a friend who is aggres-
sive. What image do you have of this person? As Solomon Asch’s research showed
(see Chapter 4), traits like these can be interpreted in more than one way. Depending
on contextual cues, aggressive can mean either “assertive” or “violent.” Our stereo-
types provide important contextual information (Dunning & Sherman, 1997; Kunda,
Sinclair, & Griffin, 1997). If I tell you my aggressive friend is a lawyer, you will prob-
ably assume he is assertive; if I tell you my aggressive friend is a truck driver, you
will probably conclude he is violent. By providing contextual cues, stereotypes influ-
ence the way we interpret everything else we know about a person.
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FIGURE 10.8
Weapon Misidentification and Race

While playing a video game, European American participants quickly judged whether an object
being held by a man was an ordinary household object or a weapon. Participants were more apt
to assume that an ordinary object was a weapon when it was in the hands of an African American
man than when it was in the hands of a European American man, and that a weapon was an
ordinary object when it was in the hands of a European American man than when it was in the
hands of an African American man.

Source: Correll, Park, Judd, and Wittenbrink (2002).
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