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This article reviewls research examining racial phenotypicality bias within-category
stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination based on race- related phenotypic charac-
teristics ofthe face. A literature review of research evamining skin tone bias, drawing
largely from work examining perceptions ofBlacks in the United States, reveals that
individuals with features typical of members of their racial category are perceived
and treated more negatively by social perceivers. Furthermore, this treatment has
broad implicationsfor social status and health. Despite this evidence, the tendency to

attend to and use within-race variation in phenotvpic appearance has been over-

looked in social psychological models ofimpressionformation. However, several the-
oretical frameworks have recently been proposed to explain the role of pheno-
type-based expectancies in social representation and judgment. Drawing on the
strengths of each perspective, a rudimentary model of racial phenotypicality bias is
proposed. This analysis suggests that future examinations guided by the current

framework (or similar others) can complement existing evidence toward a greater un-

derstanding of the role ofphenotypic variation in social perception.

Many of us are familiar with vivid examples of ra-
cial bias-negative treatment exhibited toward various
individuals as a function of racial category member-
ship. Generally, this bias reflects a negative disposition
toward non-White individuals. At its core, racial bias
stems from the idea that White Eurocentric phenotypic
characteristics (e.g., lighter skin and eye color, longer
and straighter hair, narrower nose, and thinner lips) are
preferable to features toward the other end of the con-
tinuum (e.g., darker skin color, kinkier hair, broader
nose, fuller lips). As a consequence, White and non-
White members of many societies are exposed to this
ideal and adhere to it in their evaluations of themselves
and others under many circumstances. A great deal of
research in social psychology has explored the ante-
cedents and consequences of race-based stereotyping,
prejudice, and discrimination (Brigham, 1971; Fiske,
1998; Hamilton, 198 1). This research has demon-
strated the important role of racial categorization in so-
cial perception. The phenotypic facial characteristics
we possess determine the racial category memberships
that are ascribed to us. These memberships have impli-
cations for interpersonal thoughts, feelings, and behav-
ior (Fiske, 1998; Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Hamilton,
1981).
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As the criterion for racial group membership, per-
ceived phenotypic variation across individuals plays an
extremely important in social perception. But our un-
derstanding of this role may be incomplete. A number
of investigations have examined the possibility that
within-race variation in phenotypic appearance may
have consequences for social perception beyond the
"mere" determination of racial category membership.
These investigations suggest that interpersonal out-
comes are also based on the extent to which an individ-
ual's physical facial characteristics resemble what is
believed to be typical of a racial category. Racial group
members whose appearance most closely resembles
our representation of the "typical" category member
are more likely to be viewed through the lens of the cat-
egory stereotypes and evaluations. This phenomenon
could be termed racial phenotypicality bias.

Using the literature as a barometer, most social psy-
chologists seem unfamiliar with incidents of pheno-
typicality bias distinguishing members of the same ra-
cial category. In the past, the idea that within-category
variation in physical features could have a meaningful
influence on race perception had been either ignored
or rejected in the development of social psychologi-
cal theory governing person perception. However, a
glance beyond the disciplinary boundary reveals an ex-
isting and expanding body of historical, anthropologi-
cal, sociological, and medical evidence indicating that
within-race phenotypic variation makes a significant
contribution to social perception. The lack of attention
from social psychological theory is somewhat surpris-
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ing given that this approach has provided a number of
useful insights on racial stereotyping, prejudice, and
discrimination. Similar ideas have been explored with
respect to gender, suggesting that men described as
having more "masculine" appearance and women with
more "feminine" appearance more closely resemble
their respective category stereotypes (Deaux & Lewis,
1984). However, traditional social psychological per-
spectives fail to account for the consequences that vari-
ation in racial phenotypic appearance has for the inter-
personal and societal outcomes of others.

The following review of research exploring racial
phenotypicality bias suggests that the ways that social
psychologists have thought about racial stereotyping in
the past can be elaborated by considering racial pheno-
typicality. The review begins with a consideration of
historical and empirical evidence providing perspec-
tive on the scope of the phenomenon. This evidence de-
scribes a long history of discrimination and conflict,
the existence of damaging, negative stereotypes, and
measurable disparity in societal status among individu-
als as a function of phenotypic appearance within ra-
cial categories. The similarity to existing disparities
between racial groups is striking, suggesting the use-
fulness of a social psychological perspective. This is
followed by discussion of several theoretical perspec-
tives that have been offered to explain various aspects
of racial phenotypicality bias. These approaches offer
suggestions for a rudimentary integrative framework
that can account for the existing data regarding the role
of racial phenotypicality in social perception. Finally,
directions for future research that may be useful toward
exploring the nature and impact of racial pheno-
typicality bias are discussed. Although multiple racial
and ethnic groups are considered, the review is skewed
heavily toward research regarding Black Americans
because this group has been a major focus of attention.
Importantly, the evidence reviewed here covers only
the social perceiver's viewpoint. Several investigations
that have considered the target's perspective are out-
side the scope of the current goals and therefore are not
covered (for a review, see Brown, Ward, Lightbourn, &
Jackson, 1999).

A Brief History of Racial
Phenotypicality Bias Research

Phenomena falling under the rubric of racial
phenotypicality bias have been labeled Afrocentric
bias (Blair, Judd, Sadler, & Jenkins, 2002), the
bleaching syndrome (Hall, 1994, 1995), colorism
(Okazawa-Rey, Robinson, & Ward, 1987; Russell,
Wilson, & Hall, 1992), perceptual prejudice (Liv-
ingston & Brewer, 2002), phenotyping (Codina &
Montalvo, 1994), skin color bias (Hall, 1998), skin
tone bias (Brown et al., 1999; Maddox & Gray,

2002), and subgroup I)rejudice (Uhlmann, Dasgupta,
Elgueta, Greenwald, & Swanson, 2002). All of these
terms reflect differential attitudes, beliefs, and treat-
ment of individuals based on variation in phenotyp-
ic characteristics of the face traditionally associated
with particular racial categories. Some of these terms
emphasize skin color or tone among those features,
reflecting an assumption by the researchers that skin
tone (as opposed to variation in other features of the
face) is the most salient or important dimension on
which distinctions among group members may be
made. Accordingly, skin tone is often the only phe-
notypic variable measured. Other terms do not reflect
assumptions concerning the primacy of skin tone. Re-
searchers adopting these terms tend to use global
measures of phenotypic appearance. In the following
review, terms reflect the specificity of the measures
that were used.

Historical and Anecdotal Accounts

Historical and anecdotal accounts of skin tone bias
among Black Americans abound (Drake & Cayton,
1945; Frazier, 1957; Parrish, 1944; Russell et al.,
1992).1 In general, these episodes suggest that the in-
fluence of skin tone was widespread, extending to
many areas of life experience and achievement. Early
historical evidence suggests that both Blacks and
Whites in the United States exhibited bias based on
skin tone as early as the slavery era. White Eurocen-
tric facial features in Blacks were seen as evidence of
White ancestry, leading to inferences of racial superi-
ority (Russell et al., 1992). After the abolition of slav-
ery, lighter skin provided better social, educational,
and economic opportunities (Neal & Wilson, 1989;
Russell et al., 1992). During this time, employment
and educational opportunities were finally becoming
available for all Blacks, but the intragroup manifesta-
tion of skin tone bias became more evident. All-
Black schools and social organizations used a variety
of methods to weed out undesirable applicants as a
function of skin tone. Typically, these methods
sought to exclude darker Blacks from positions of
higher status, thus maintaining the social, educa-
tional, and economic distance between Blacks with
light and dark skin (Hall, 1992; Maddox & Gray,
2002; Russell et al., 1992).

IBecause most of the empirical research has focused on Black
Americans, I chose to reflect that same locus in the following review
by first considering the historical context in which skin tone biases to-
ward Blacks developed. Although a few studies that have examined
members of other racial categories are considered, their racial histo-
ries in the United States are not elaborated here. I suggest that these
histories share a similar theme that of racial discrimination in the
United States. However, one should keep in mind that a consideration
of the unique histories of these groups may be important toward devel-
oping a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon.
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Empirical Accounts: Evaluations
and Beliefs

In general, people have exhibited a preference for
lighter skin and Eurocentric facial features in their
mates, friends, acquaintances, and, at times, even
themselves. Lighter skin tone is preferred to darker
skin tone in general (Livingston, 2001; Livingston &
Brewer, 2002; Porter, 1991; Seeman, 1946) and in
close relationships (Averhart & Bigler, 1997; Bond &
Cash, 1992; Hill, 1944; Robinson & Ward, 1995; Ross,
1997). Ross investigated Black college students' atti-
tudes toward dating and mate selection. Men were
more likely to prefer lighter skinned mates in dating
and marriage. Bond and Cash found that 70% of their
Black college student participants indicated that they
thought that men preferred lighter skin tone in their
mates.

People also tend to associate more positive person-
ality traits to those with light skin, and negative char-
acteristics to those with dark skin (Anderson &
Cromwell, 1977; Bayton & Muldrow, 1968; Blair et
al., 2002; Maddox & Gray, 2002, Study 2; Marks,
1943; Sciara, 1971, 1983). Anderson and Cromwell
surveyed Black teenagers about their beliefs concern-
ing positive and negative traits that correspond to in-
dividuals having very light, light-brown, dark-brown,
and black skin. Results showed that light-brown skin
was associated with positive characteristics (e.g., the
prettiest skin, the smartest girl, the children father
likes best). Black skin was associated with more neg-
ative characteristics (e.g., the person one would not
like to marry, the color one would prefer not to be,
the dumbest person).

Averhart and Bigler (1997) examined Black chil-
dren's memory for stereotype-related information
about light- and dark-skinned Blacks. These partici-
pants were read stories that included light- and dark-
skinned Black characters paired with stereotypic and
counterstereotypic traits and occupations. They found
that children were more likely to remember stories in
which characters were portrayed in stereotype consis-
tent ways (e.g., light-skinned Blacks with positive traits
and high-status occupations; dark-skinned Blacks with
negative traits and low-status occupations). Similar ev-
idence was found in White participants' stereotyping
of faces as a function of the degree to which faces were
perceived to reflect Afrocentric physical features
(Blair et al., 2002). Further evidence comes from the
fact that we may be explicitly aware of cultural stereo-
types distinguishing Blacks as a function of skin tone.
Maddox and Gray (2002, Study 2) found that both
Black and White participants more closely associated
darker skinned Blacks with the negative cultural ste-
reotype associated with the representation of Blacks.

Other investigations, although not focused directly
on skin tone, show that phenotypic variation also con-

tributes to implicit evaluations. Highly prototypic Black
faces were associated with more negative implicit eval-
uations than less prototypic faces (Livingston & Brew-
er, 2002). Furthermore, highly prototypic Black faces
primed implicitly led to more negative judgments of
a race-ambiguous target than less prototypical Black
faces (Livingston, 2001). Uhlmann et al. (2002) found
implicit preference for less typical Hispanic faces over
more typical Hispanic faces among both light-skinned
and dark-skinned Hispanic participants. Furthermore,
these beliefs may be exaggerated as a function of the
cultural context in which they are measured. Uhlmann
et al. found that implicit preferences for less pheno-
typical faces was stronger among Chilean Hispanics
compared to Hispanics in the United States. However,
individuals of different racial categories residing in the
same culture may tend to show similar patterns (Mad-
dox & Gray, 2002, in press).

Stereotyping and prejudice based on phenotypic ap-
pearance are not always revealed empirically (Atkin-
son et al., 1996; Secord, 1959; Secord, Bevan, & Katz,
1956). Atkinson et al. found no differences in Black
and White clinicians' diagnoses, trait ratings, or feel-
ings toward a hypothetical light- or dark-skinned cli-
ent. These findings suggest the existence of factors
limiting the expression of phenotypicality biases.

Empirical Accounts: Life Experiences

Sociological and anthropological research corrobo-
rates historical accounts, showing that lighter skinned
Blacks enjoy higher status in society than darker
skinned Blacks (Edwards, 1959; Frazier, 1957; Free-
man, Ross, Armor, & Pettigrew, 1966; Hill, 2000;
Hughes & Hertel, 1990; Hunter, 1998; but see Kreiger,
Sidney, & Coakley, 1998; Ransford, 1970; Seltzer &
Smith, 1991). These findings have led some authors to
suggest that the socioeconomic status gap between
light- and dark-skinned Blacks in the United States is
as large as the gap between Whites and Blacks (Hughes
& Hertel, 1990; Hunter, 1998; Keith & Herring, 1991).
In a study typical of this approach, Keith and Herring
examined data from the 1979-1980 National Survey of
Black Americans and found that Blacks with lighter
skin had higher educational attainment, occupational
status, and income levels than Blacks with darker skin.
Furthermore, these relationships remain when control-
ling for many other factors that would likely create or
augment status differences such as parents' socioeco-
nomic status, gender, region of residence, urbanicity,
age, marital status, and inheritance of wealth. Similar
patterns of social and economic stratification are evi-
dent among Mexican Americans (Arce, Murguia, &
Frisbie, 1987; Relethford, Stern, Gaskill, & Hazuda,
1983; Telles & Murguia, 1990).

These findings suggest a continuing influence of ra-
cial phenotypicality bias on interpersonal outcomes
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that mirrors the impact of racial bias. Compared to
Whites, Black Americans experience greater racial
discrimination and are disadvantaged on many indica-
tors of morbidity, mortality, and access to health care
(Dressler, 1993). Similarly, darker skinned Blacks are
more likely than lighter skinned Blacks to report hav-
ing experienced discrimination (Edwards, 1973; Keith
& Herring, 1991; Klonoff & Landrine, 2000). Klonoff
(2000) found that darker skinned Blacks reported more
racial discrimination in the past year and over their life-
times. Darker skinned Blacks were also more likely to
perceive the racism they experienced as stressful.
Studies suggest that darker skin tone is associated with
higher diastolic and systolic blood pressure, perhaps
due to stress resulting from a higher incidence of dis-
crimination (Gleiberman, Harburg, Frone, Russell, &
Cooper, 1995; Harburg, Gleibermann, Roeper, Schork,
& Schull, 1978). These findings are consistent with a
biopsychosocial model that conceptualizes perceived
racism as a significant environmental stressor for
Black Americans resulting in a variety of negative
physical and psychological health outcomes (Clark,
Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999). Similarly, dark-
skinned Chicano men born in the United States show
higher levels of depression compared to their lighter
counterparts (Codina & Montalvo, 1994).

Summary

The evidence reviewed here suggests the broad
scope and impact of racial phenotypicality bias. With-
in-race variation in skin tone and other aspects of
phenotypic appearance have a significant impact on
our beliefs, feelings, evaluations, and treatment toward
others with consequences for their interpersonal, eco-
nomic, and physical health outcomes. As phenotyp-
icality moves away from a White Eurocentric norm,
negative evaluations and outcomes increase. When
considering the scope of the phenomenon, several
other tendencies are notable. First, the preference for
lighter skin exists when evaluating both African and
Hispanic Americans. Second, this bias is revealed in
the perceptions of adults and children. Third, pheno-
typicality biases are not limited to ingroup members'
evaluations of each other-racial outgroup members
are also susceptible. Fourth, phenotypicality bias
seems to be reflected in both implicit and explicit eval-
uations of others. Fifth, perceived typicality of features
is strongly related to the degree to which category ste-
reotypes and prejudices are applied to a social target.
Finally, there are occasions when racial categorization
overrides more fine-grained distinctions based on
phenotypicality. From an examination of the literature,
these findings elude the grasp of traditional perspec-
tives in social psychology. The next section considers
the role of phenotypicality in traditional models of so-
cial representation and judgment.

The (Limited) Role
of Phenotypic Variation

in Social Psychological Theory

Evidence suggests that racial phenotype-based
perceptions influence the social, physical, and psycho-
logical outcomes of others. This suggests that a frame-
work of social judgment involving racial categoriza-
tion, stereotyping, and prejudice derived from social
psychological theory may be useful in understanding
racial phenotypicality bias. However, models of cate-
gory representation and impression formation have
placed no particular emphasis on the role of with-
in-race variation in phenotypic appearance. Still, this
fact does not preclude these models from providing
some perspective on the role of phenotype in social
perception.

Traditional Models of Social
Representation and Judgment

There are multiple social psychological models that
can describe the implications of a particular mental
representation for judgments about social targets.
Many of these (e.g., Bodenhausen & Macrae, 1998;
Kunda & Thagard, 1996) have their bases in two ex-
tremely influential models of impression formation.
The dual-process (Brewer, 1988) and continuum mod-
els (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990), of impression formation
have been compared, contrasted, and extensively
tested in the literature (Brewer & Feinstein, 1999;
Fiske, Lin, & Neuberg, 1999). Although theoretically
distinct, both provide a great deal of explanatory power
across the range of studies examining person percep-
tion. The similarities among the two models, particu-
larly with respect to category-based processing, pro-
vide the focus for this discussion. Each model begins
with a stage of initial identification of the social tar-
get's attributes that act as cues to salient category di-
mensions such as age, sex, and race. If importance to
self or motivation to process is low, subsequent catego-
rization (or recategorization) occurs. Through a com-
parison of the target attributes and a relevant mental
representation, perceivers attempt to establish some
degree of fit between the target and the representation,
with a bias toward determining subcategory member-
ship. Once satisfactory fit is established, this represen-
tation will guide the processing of information about
and behavior toward the target. If fit is sufficiently
poor, perceivers will individuate the target, essentially
developing a unique representation.

Traditionally, discussions of the role of skin tone in
stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination have as-
sumed that skin tone is simply one of many physical at-
tributes that contributes to the determination of racial
category membership. Subsequently, racial category-
based stereotyping potentially determines the infer-
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ences and judgments made about an individual. This
idea was explicit in the writings of some theorists.
Take, for example, the model of stereotype change pro-
posed by Rothbart and John (1985):

By extension, individual Blacks may differ as to how
prototypical they are as examples of Black People.
What would be the criteria for determining the good-
ness of fit of an individual to a social category such as
Blacks? We suspect prototypicality for that group is
not strongly related to variations in "defining" attrib-
utes, such as skin color, but rather to stereotypic attrib-
utes already associated with the category. (pp. 89-90)

For these theorists, typicality of Blacks is deter-
mined by personality traits and behavior rather than
variation in physical attributes such as skin tone. Fiske
and Taylor (1991) expressed a similar belief in their
comprehensive and influential integration of the social
cognitive literature. "Once a person is categorized as
Black or White, male or female, young or old, the ste-
reotypic content of the schema is likely to apply re-
gardless of how much or how little the person looks
like the typical category member" (p. 121). A similar
sentiment was expressed by Secord (1958), who stated
that "as long as an individual is categorized as a Negro,
his place on a continuum of Negro-White features
makes little difference in impressions formed" (p. 303).
Thus, skin color variation was considered to be of great
importance to racial categorization. But its contribu-
tion to representation and judgment beyond categori-
zation was not deemed meaningful.

Seminal Investigations

The neglect of the role of within-race variation re-
flected in social psychological research and theory is
based on early experimental research that failed to find
a relation between phenotypic features and stereotyp-
ing. Secord et al. (1956) were interested in whether
White participants associated stereotype-related per-
sonality traits to dark- and light-skinned Blacks to dif-
ferent degrees. Participants were asked to rate photo-
graphs of Black and White men on personality and
physiognomic trait scales. Secord et al. predicted that
categorization by race, not variation in features, would
determine stereotyping. As predicted, they found that
the presence of Eurocentric phenotypic features in
photographs did not reduce racial stereotyping. Appar-
ently, White participants did not make distinctions
based on phenotypic features and lightness or darkness
of skin tone: Once a target was categorized as Black, he
was stereotyped according to that categorization.

Secord (1959) conducted a follow-up experiment to
address the possibility that the influence of phenotypic
variation in Blacks may have been masked by the pres-
ence of Whites in the rating task. In this study, half of

the participants were assigned to make ratings of the
Black photographs alone. The other half were assigned
to make ratings of those photographs, as well as photo-
graphs of Whites interspersed among the Blacks. In
comparing these two groups, there were no differences
in stereotype use based on the skin tone of the Black
targets. The absence of the White target contrast cate-
gory did not facilitate greater within-category differen-
tiation of Black targets, supporting the previous evi-
dence that skin tone variation was not meaningful to
White observers.

The conclusions of these investigations reflect the
perceived role of phenotypic variation in influential so-
cial psychological theories of category representation
and impression formation. Although this may have
been the dominant perspective, it was not necessarily
ubiquitous. Zebrowitz (I1996) was not specifically con-
cerned with racial phenotypic variation in discussing
her ecological theory of social perception and its rela-
tion to stereotyping. Yet, she explicitly supported the
idea that "physical qualities can serve as a basis for so-
cial impressions in the absence of explicit categoriza-
tion processes, and that variations in physical qualities
should lead to within-category variations in social im-
pressions" (p. 109, Footnote 1).

Racial Phenotypicality Revisited

The Secord investigations are unique and important
in their focus on phenotypic variation and stereotyping
of Blacks. However, their conclusions stand in contrast
to the majority of published empirical research since
that time documenting various consequences of racial
phenotypicality bias. The conclusions drawn from
these seminal investigations have been critiqued else-
where and are not repeated here (Blair et al., 2002;
Maddox, 1998; Zebrowitz, 1996). One example may
illuminate a general concern. In the Secord (1959)
study, there was evidence that the Black targets with
the most Eurocentric appearance were often catego-
rized as White, not Black. After completing the rating
task, participants were asked to provide their opinion
of racial group membership. The photographs of the
three Black targets with the most extreme European
features were categorized as White by 33 of 39 partici-
pants. Follow-up analyses showed that the participants
who thought the person in the photograph was White
stereotyped them less than the four participants who
thought the person was Black. The article did not
clearly state how the ratings of these incorrectly cate-
gorized photos of Blacks compared with ratings of
White photos, although their similarity is implied.
However, it does state that the four participants who
categorized those photos as Blacks stereotyped them
to the same degree as the most unambiguously Black
photograph. Thus, the study as a whole does not ad-
dress the situation where Blacks of varying skin
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tones are spontaneously (and "correctly") categorized
as Black.

Consider an alternative interpretation: When partic-
ipants were allowed to work with their spontaneous
categorizations, many "incorrectly" perceived the pho-
tographs to be White and stereotyped them accord-
ingly.2 If so, the study does not address the perception
of photographs of light-skinned Blacks that are sponta-
neously categorized as Black. More important, these
criticisms c-all into question the empirical underpin-
nings of the theoretical discussion outlining a limited
role of skin tone in social psychological judgment
processes.

Alternative Perspectives
on Racial Phenotypicality Bias

The evidence reviewed here suggests that racial cat-
egorization does not necessarily imply a terminal stage
in processing race-related phenotypic features for so-

cial perception and judgment. In light of this growing
body of cross-disciplinary evidence, several perspec-

tives have been proposed, or could be applied, to rec-

oncile the divergence of social psychological theory
and social reality. These approaches, focusing on the
areas of category representation, impression forma-
tion, and social judgment, have explored how variation
in phenotypic appearance may determine interpersonal
treatment and outcomes. This section explores each
perspective, describes evidence concerning points of
theoretical distinctiveness, and discusses strengths and
weaknesses of each perspective in accounting for the
available data.

Skin Tone Bias

Theory

Maddox and Gray (2002) proposed that discrimina-
tion based on skin tone and phenotypic features can be
explained with existing models of category representa-
tion (e.g., Brewer & Feinstein, 1999; Fiske et al.,
1999). This perspective was not elaborated in that arti-
cle, so it is described in some detail here.

The primacy of skin tone. This perspective em-
phasizes the assumption that skin tone is of primary sa-

lience and importance among the many phenotypic
features used to determine racial category member-
ship. The important role of skin tone is supported by
the language choices in the Black and Hispanic com-

munities. Black Americans who display the tendency
to use phenotype to differentiate within a racial cate-
gory are sometimes referred to as "color struck," "color
conscious," or said to have a "color complex" (Oka-
zawa-Rey et al., 1987; Russell et al., 1992). These
terms suggest that variation in skin tone is primarily
important. Blacks often use terms such as "light-
skinned" and "dark-skinned" to describe one another
(Maddox & Gray, 2002; Russell et al., 1992). This is
also true of Hispanics, who use the terms "blancos"
and "morenos" to distinguish between lighter and
darker category members (Uhlmann et al., 2002).
These terms emphasize skin color, but also capture per-
ceived correlations between skin color and other fea-
tures. The general category "race" and specific group
labels like "Black" and "White" act as proxies not only
for color, but also for dimensions of the nose, hair, and
lips. Similarly, labels such as "light-skinned," "blan-
co," "dark-skinned," and "moreno" bring to mind indi-
viduals who differ not only in skin tone but also in
other physical features.

Considering phenotypicality. The model begins
with a stage of initial identification of the target's at-
tributes (e.g., phenotypic features, clothing, behavior)
that act as cues to salient category dimensions such as

age, sex, and race. Perceivers compare these attributes
to a salient mental representation (e.g., race) with the
goal of determining goodness of fit, with a bias toward
determining subcategory membership. Once satisfac-
tory fit is established, this representation will deter-
mine the processing of information and behavior. Tar-
gets whose physical characteristics are more typical of
the category will be more likely to be viewed through
its conceptual lens. Less typical targets are also viewed
through that lens, but with less conceptual clarity. In
other words, the same category stereotypes and preju-
dices will be applied, but to a lesser extent. If fit be-
tween the racial category and the target is sufficiently
poor, perceivers will individuate the target, essentially
developing a unique representation. Cognitive psy-

chologists have long recognized the important role of
physical typicality in object category representation
(e.g., Medin, 1989). Understandably, social psycholo-
gists have focused on the role of behavioral typicality
in past formulations (e.g., Rothbart & John, 1985).
This model suggests an integration of the two empha-
ses racial phenotypicality is also an important con-

tributor to the process of social representation and
judgment. The degree of category fit increases as a per-

son's phenotypic appearance becomes more typical of
the racial category representation. Assuming that dark-
er skin tone is more typical of the representation of
Blacks, the darker a Black person's skin tone, the more
likely he will be viewed through the lens of the cultural
stereotype (i.e., characteristics associated with the rep-
resentation of Blacks). Because the cultural stereotype
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of Black Americans is predominantly negative, Blacks
should also be perceived more negatively as skin tone
darkens.

Phenotype-based subcategories. In addition to
suggesting a linear relation between goodness of cate-
gory fit and stereotyping, the skin tone bias model also
suggests the existence of salient, phenotype-based sub-
categories. In traditional models, perceivers use target
attributes to establish fit with meaningful, salient sub-
types ofthe superordinate category based on social roles
and occupational status (Devine & Baker, 1991) or
stereotypicality of their behavior (Rothbart & John,
1985). Subtyping, the clustering of individuals by
whether they confirm or disconfirm the stereotype, has
been linked to the perception of typicality of group
members (Maurer, Park, & Rothbart, 1995; Park, Wol-
sko, & Judd, 2001). In this model, subtyping based on
phenotype may similarly occur through recategoriza-
tion processes (cf. Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). Less pheno-
typical targets are more likely to be subcategorized. As a
result, the category representation of Blacks can be dif-
ferentiated by various subcategories of group members
based on their phenotypic appearance.

Essentialist theories of racial category member-
ship. Beliefs about skin tone and physical features
are proposed to originate from our naive biological
theories about racial category membership. Our cur-
rent system of racial classification was developed
largely based on perceived variation in skin color and
other physical dimensions of the face and body (Gould,
1994). However, genetic and anthropological research
suggests that any understanding of human racial cate-
gories as a biological certainty is flawed. More accu-
rately, racial categories arise as a function of social
construction processes (American Anthropological
Association, 1998; American Association of Physical
Anthropologists, 1996). In part because of our unchal-
lenged education concerning the biological bases of
race, this social construction of race has a very strong
lay theoretical basis in biological thinking. Coupled
with any knowledge of distinct cultural practices, peo-
ple are disposed to believe that external physical and
behavioral differences between groups are correlated,
each reflecting stable genetic differences (Eberhardt,
Dasgupta, & Banaszynski, 2003; Haslam, Rothschild,
& Ernst, 2002; Hirschfeld, 1996; Rothbart & Tay-
lor, 1992). This idea is consistent with theories and
evidence in the cognitive literature suggesting that im-
plicit causal theories are an important component of
many of our category representations (Keil, 1989;
Medin, 1989; Medin & Ortony, 1989). Implicit causal
theories represent perceiver's beliefs about causal rela-
tions among a target's attributes. From an essentialist
or implicit causal theory perspective, people are likely
to assume that increasing darkness of skin is a reflec-

tion of a person's genetic makeup and/or cultural
heritage. In the United States, legal definitions to deter-
mine Black racial category membership hinges on
knowledge of a person's Black racial ancestry. His-
torically, this was known in the South as the "one drop
rule," meaning that a single drop of Black blood was
sufficient to make someone Black (Davis, 1991). A
person with dark skin tone might be assumed to have
two Black parents, whereas light skin tone may suggest
one Black and one White parent. These beliefs could
influence both biological and social notions of race. A
biological construction of race would lead a perceiver
to assume that someone with darker skin tone is more
'ipurely" Black. A social construction of race may lead
another perceiver to infer that being raised by mixed
race parents might dilute a "purely" Black cultural up-
bringing. In other words, if one drop of Black blood
makes you Black, two drops makes you Blacker, both
genetically and culturally.

Evidence

Existence of phenotype-based subcategories.
The category-based model also suggests that degree of
physical typicality is associated with the formation of
subcategories. Maddox and Gray (2002, Study 1) ex-
amined the antecedents of skin tone-based stereotyp-
ing using the category confusion paradigm (Taylor,
Fiske, Etcoff, & Ruderman, 1978). The results of the
memory task revealed that participants made more
within-skin tone than between-skin tone errors, sug-
gesting that they attended to, encoded, and used the
skin tone of the discussants in making their statement
assignments. Furthermore, contextual factors may op-
erate to make skin tone more or less salient. Guided by
the model of social category salience proposed by
Blanz (1999), which considers both person and contex-
tual factors, Maddox and Gray (in press) used the cate-
gory confusion paradigm to investigate contextual
influences on the salience of skin tone-based subcate-
gories. Two experiments demonstrated that a manipu-
lation of issue relevance during a group discussion
among light- and dark-skinned Blacks enhanced the
category salience of skin tone, revealed in the pattern
of within- and between-category errors. Discussion
topics relevant to the racial politics of skin tone (race
relations in the United States) led to increases in the sa-
lience of skin tone compared to neutral topics (poten-
tial leisure activities or environmental issues). These
findings should be interpreted with caution. Evidence
for within- and between-category confusions does not
provide direct evidence of categorization (or subcat-
egorization) because participants were never asked to
categorize the photographs. Nonetheless, there are rea-
sons to believe that these data have implications for the
role of skin tone in the mental representation of Black
Americans. The confusion measure used here has been
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found to be a reliable indirect measure of subtyping. A
similar pattern of confusion errors occurs when partici-
pants are given explicit instructions to sort individuals
using a subtyping process (Park et al., 2001).

Casual role of skin tone. Simply asking partici-
pants to consider Blacks described as light-skinned
and dark-skinned is sufficient to elicit differences in
perceived cultural stereotypes (Maddox & Gray, 2002,
Study 2). As for the causal role of skin tone in social
perception, encoding and use of skin tone (Maddox &
Gray, 2002, Study 1; in press) occurred in the context
of efforts to manipulate skin tone while holding con-
stant other facial characteristics that may naturally
covary with skin tone. In those studies, the skin tone of
the discussants was manipulated digitally across multi-
ple replications. However, no direct evidence for the
causal role of skin tone has been offered in studies ex-
amining impression formation and judgment of indi-
viduals belonging to the same racial category. At-
kinson et al. (1996) used a digital manipulation of skin
tone, yet found no differences in Black and White cli-
nicians' diagnoses, trait ratings, or feelings toward a
hypothetical light- or dark-skinned client. Dixon and
Maddox (in press) also used a digital manipulation of
skin tone and race among a varied-race sample of par-
ticipants. There were no differences in impression
judgments as a function of skin tone. They did find that
a brief exposure to a photo of a dark-skinned Black
perpetrator during a crime story led to more emotional
discomfort about the story than exposure to a White
perpetrator associated with the same story. No differ-
ences surfaced when comparing dark Black and light
Black perpetrators, or when comparing light Black and
White perpetrators. Dixon and Maddox suggested that
compared to the light-skinned Black perpetrator, the
dark-skinned perpetrator achieved a certain threshold
to activate category stereotypes associating Blacks and
criminality. Bolstering this idea was the finding that
the aforementioned results distinguishing dark Black
and White targets occurred only among heavy televi-
sion news viewers who are more likely to be exposed to
Blacks as criminals (Dixon & Linz, 2000). So, al-
though there is evidence that supports the causal role of
skin tone in category representation studies and prim-
ing of emotional concern, there is no existing support
for its causal role in impression judgments. Future evi-
dence of this nature is crucial to determining just how
important skin tone is for racial phenotypicality bias.

Implicit causal theories. Only one study has at-
tempted to delineate the importance of various pheno-
typic features for racial categorization. When asked,
participants emphasize skin color among other aspects
of phenotypic appearance in determining racial group
membership (Brown, Dane, & Durham, 1998). Others
have attempted to measure individual differences among

those who link phenotypic appearance and racial cate-
gory membership to stable genetic or cultural causes.
Livingston and colleagues have found more extreme
differences in automatic evaluation (Livingston & Brew-
er, 2002) and susceptibility to priming effects (Liv-
ingston, 2001) for low- versus high-prototypic Black
faces among individuals who scored high on a scale
measuring reliance on perceptual cues in impression
formation. Eight of the nine items on this scale reflect
phenotypic qualities (facial and vocal) and half of
those items refer to race or ethnicity. Thus, this scale
seems to include some consideration of the race theo-
ries of the respondents suggesting the importance of
lay theories of race in social perception. However, other
research has failed to find a strong relation between
essentialist thinking and racial prejudice (Haslam et al.,
2002). It may be the case that the consideration of racial
phenotypicality is important in linking essentialist be-
liefs with racial stereotyping and prejudice.

Afrocentric Bias

Theory
Blair et al. (2002) also proposed that traditional

models of social perception fail to recognize the influ-
ence of within-category phenotypic variation. This
model suggests that the presence of Afrocentric fea-
tures contribute to social perception above and beyond
that of category-based processing. In this view, a pro-
cess of reverse generalization characterizes stereotyp-
ing and prejudice directed toward individuals as a
function of race-related phenotypic features. Racial
phenotypicality bias represents a direct linkage be-
tween Afrocentric appearance and cultural stereotypes
about Blacks. This association is created and fortified
through the repeated pairing of dark skin tone, broad
noses, full lips, and short, tightly curled hair with the
stereotypes about the group members who possess
those features. As a result, those individuals who ex-
hibit Afrocentric features, regardless of group mem-
bership, may come to be seen through the lens of the
Black American stereotype.

Evidence

Unique contributions of category- and feature-
based processes. Blair et al. (2002) examined the
role of Afrocentric features and perceived racial typi-
cality in stereotyping of Blacks and Whites. In the first
study, White participants were asked to rate photo-
graphs of Black and White men for the presence of
Afrocentric facial features (dark skin, broad nose, full
lips, and coarse hair). Across three additional studies,
separate groups of participants rated subsets of these
photographs for their degree of fit with descriptive sce-
narios that varied in their valence and stereotypicality
of traits distinguishing Blacks and Whites. In addition,
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the presence of Afrocentric features contributed to
stereotyping and prejudice even when the effect of cat-
egory accessibility was controlled. This finding sug-
gests that both category-based process and feature-
based processes are useful in explaining judgments
based on racial phenotype.

Direct linkage between Afrocentric features and
cultural stereotypes. The results of Blair et al.
(2002) consistently revealed that positive and negative
stereotyping of photographs of both Blacks and Whites
was positively correlated with the presence of Afro-
centric features. Stereotyping of Whites on stereo-
typically Black personality traits must reflect a direct
linkage between those features and the traits of the
group most closely associated with them. However, the
process linking features to traits seems to be asymmet-
rical. The descriptions that were used in this investiga-
tion were constructed from previous investigations that
contrasted stereotypic conceptions of Blacks relative
to Whites. Thus, descriptions that were counterstere-
otypic of Blacks were stereotypic of Whites and vice
versa. Blair et al. reported that ratings of Eurocentric
features in White faces did not predict stereotyping of
Whites in Study 3. It is not clear why the presence of
Eurocentric features in Black and White faces does not
predict stereotyping, but the presence of Afrocentric
features does.

Perceptual Prejudice

Theory

Livingston and Brewer (2002) proposed a theory
that governs automatic responses to faces of Blacks.
Similar to the Afrocentric bias perspective, this theory
suggests that the influence of phenotypic variation is
not mediated through conceptual knowledge about
Blacks. Instead, the influence occurs through cue-
based, affective responses to the physical features of
the face. This perspective asserts that faces and the fea-
tures they possess do not necessarily activate the social
categories to which they may belong. According to the
dual-process model, the identification stage reflects
simple, automatic recognition of perceptual features.
Therefore, tasks that measure automatic responses to
faces are necessarily cue-based (evaluative), but not
category-based (semantic). Automatic evaluations of
faces that are highly typical of the category should be
more negative than evaluations of faces that are less
typical.

Livingston and Brewer (2002) proposed two pro-
cesses to explain the linkage between high
prototypicality and negative evaluations. In the first,
they suggest that initially strong prejudices against the
racial category as a whole may become dissociated
from category-based beliefs and attitudes over time.

Early emotional conditioning of negative affect with
Blacks will be less intense as cues to racial category
membership become weaker (i.e., less typical). This
mechanism suggests that affective information associ-
ated with the larger racial category becomes associated
with less prototypical members of the racial category.
Livingston and Brewer also posited a familiarity-based
mechanism for the origins of perceptual prejudice. Un-
familiar stimuli may elicit strong anxiety and discom-
fort that might be expected to decrease with additional
exposure. They suggest that Whites might be more fa-
miliar with low-prototypic Blacks than high-proto-
typic Blacks for several reasons. Whites living in rela-
tively racially segregated communities may get more
frequent exposure to positive images of low-prototypic
than high-prototypic Blacks through media and enter-
tainment sources. Furthermore, given that skin tone
has been demonstrated as a limiting factor in social and
economic mobility, Whites might be more likely to en-
counter low-prototypic (i.e., light-skinned) Blacks
than high-prototypical Blacks in occupational and edu-
cational settings. Any of these processes would perpet-
uate an existing tendency to favor low-prototypic over
high-prototypic Blacks.

Evidence

Automatic evaluation of low- and high-proto-
typic faces. In a series of experiments, Livingston
and Brewer (2002) presented participants with a se-
quential priming paradigm that measured affective re-
actions to Black faces that were high and low in racial
prototypicality. In two experiments, automatic evalua-
tive responses indicated negative evaluations of Black
faces that were high in racial prototypicality compared
to those that were low in racial prototypicality (Experi-
ments 1 & 5). Similar evidence using Hispanic faces in
an implicit association task was discussed earlier (Uhl-
mann et al., 2002).

Failure to activate semantic knowledge. Evi-
dence from another experiment (Livingston & Brewer,
2002, Experiment 3) suggests that skin tone and phe-
notypic facial characteristics elicit preconscious cue-
based processing prior to or instead of category-based
processing. Under task goals designed to encourage cat-
egory activation, participants completed a conceptual
judgment task involving stereotype-relevant words in-
stead of the evaluative task used in other experiments.
Responses to these words were not affected by a manip-
ulation ofracial prototypicality-a finding that suggests
semantic category knowledge was not recruited. Al-
though plausible, this point may be subject to some de-
bate. Livingston and Brewer present convincing evi-
dence that automatic categorization and stereotyping
does not necessarily occur automatically. But this does
not mean that it cannot occur under the right conditions.

391
 at RMIT UNIVERSITY on March 14, 2015psr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://psr.sagepub.com/


MADDOX

The results ofExperiment 3 also failed to show evidence
ofautomatic stereotyping based on race. This represents
a failure to replicate a number of investigations that have
demonstrated that automatic responses to facial stimuli
can in fact reflect category-based processing through
manipulations of processing goals (e.g., Macrae,
Bodenhausen, Milne, Thorn, & Castelli, 1997; Wit-
tenbrink, Judd, & Park, 1997, 2001). This raises ques-
tions about the interpretation of the results.

Direct linkage between prototypical features and
group-based evaluations. There is no direct evi-
dence that suggests the existence of this linkage. In the-
ory, it is very similar to the feature-trait conditioning
process proposed by Blair et al. (2002) where both
evaluative and conceptual knowledge become directly
associated with physical features typical of Blacks
over time. However, the process described here sug-
gests that only evaluative knowledge becomes asso-
ciated with prototypical features. It is unclear how
this process would dissociate affective from semantic
knowledge as Livingston and Brewer (2002) suggest.

Increased familiarity with low-prototypic Blacks.
Again, no direct evidence exists. Although this mecha-
nism seems plausible, some elements seem counter-
intuitive. For example, although low-prototypic Blacks
have been regarded more positively than high-proto-
typic Blacks, it seems unlikely that these individuals
would be more familiar as a function of mere exposure.
Whites are readily exposed to both negative images of
high-prototypic Blacks and positive images of low-
prototypic Blacks in the media. Whereas educational
and occupational settings may also provide dispro-
portionate (and greater) exposure to low-prototypic
Blacks, other settings provide disproportionate expo-
sure to high-prototypic Blacks. In addition, low-proto-
typic Blacks likely make up a smaller proportion of the
Black population than those with darker skin tone.
Using data collected in large sample studies, one might
infer that low-prototypic (specifically light-skinned)
Blacks comprise between 14-21% of the Black Ameri-
can population (Hill, 2000; Hunter, 1998; Keith & Her-
ring, 1991; Ransford, 1970). Thus, statistically, it is
less likely that anyone will encounter a Black person
with lighter skin tone. Furthermore, this mechanism
would not be able to explain Black perceivers' prefer-
ences for lighter skin tone. Even if Whites may have
greater familiarity with light-skinned Blacks, there is
no reason to believe that dark-skinned Blacks would
also have greater familiarity with light-skinned Blacks.

Physical Attractiveness

Theory

Others have explored the hypothesis that differen-
tial outcomes among Black Americans are based on

perceptions of physical attractiveness (Breland, 1998;
Wade, 1996). Compared to unattractive people, attrac-
tive people are generally associated with positive per-
sonality characterizations (Dion, Berscheid, & Wal-
ster, 1972) with some negative caveats (Dermer &
Thiel, 1975). In other words, what is beautiful is good,
but self-centered. From this perspective, lighter skin
tone and Eurocentric features imply attractiveness,
leading to perceptions of higher status, financial suc-
cess, vanity, lack of sympathy, and arrogance. This ex-
planation suggests that the inferences made about
light-skinned persons may reflect attractiveness ste-
reotyping rather than racial stereotyping.

Evidence

Correlation between skin tone and physical at-
tractiveness. Anecdotally, techniques to make
physical features less Afrocentric and more Eurocen-
tric such as hair straightening, skin bleaching, colored
contact lenses, and plastic surgery are often employed
by Blacks and others to augment physical attractive-
ness. Consistent with anecdotal accounts, recently
published data suggested that there is a correlation be-
tween perceived attractiveness and skin tone. Using
data from the 1979-80 NSBA, Hill (2002) examined
ratings of physical attractiveness and skin tone made
by the study's Black interviewers. Results indicated
that lighter skin tone was related to higher ratings of
physical attractiveness for men and women. This rela-
tion was strong and monotonic for women; ratings of
attractiveness steadily increased from "very dark" to
"very light." The relation for men was weaker, but fol-
lowed the same general pattern. In addition, research
has shown that Black and White men, as well as men
across various cultures, find women with a more Euro-
centric appearance to be more attractive than women
with a more Afrocentric appearance (Cunningham,
Roberts, Barbee, Druen, & Wu, 1995; Hamilton &
Trolier, 1986; Martin, 1964). However, empirical evi-
dence for the perceived relation between lighter skin
tone and greater physical attractiveness is not uniform.
Blair et al. (2002) found the reverse relation in White
male and female participants' ratings of photographs
of men, possibly indicating divergence in the conse-
quences of phenotypic variation for men and women
(Hunter, 1998; Maddox, 1998).

Stereotypes and prejudice as a function of physi-
cal attractiveness. Assuming that lighter skin tone
is perceived as more physically attractive, perceived at-
tractiveness may explain the evidence favoring light-
versus dark-skinned Blacks. In one study, ratings of
physical attractiveness were associated with family in-

come levels that were three or more times greater than
the poverty level (Hill, 2002). Similar to attractive tar-
gets, positive characteristics have also been attributed
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to light-skinned Blacks (e.g., Anderson & Cromnwell.
1977). The negative characteristics of attractive targets
are consistent with historical evidence that suggests
that light-skinned Blacks have enjoyed higher status
and, adopting a bourgeois attitude, have acted to main-
tain a status differential through discriminatory prac-
tices (e.g., Russell et al., 1992). Despite this evidence,
physical attractiveness does not predict racial stereo-
typing in judgments of faces. Blair et al. (2002) found
that ratings of physical attractiveness predicted general
evaluation of faces, but not racial stereotyping. Only
category accessibility and Afrocentric appearance pre-
dicted evaluation and stereotyping. Automatic evalua-
tion effects distinguishing high- and low-prototypic
faces reported by Livingston and Brewer (2002) were
obtained when controlling for perceived attractiveness
of faces, suggesting unique contributions of pheno-
typicality and attractiveness. Finally, it's not clear that
differences in physical attractiveness can explain the
magnitude of disparity in social and economic out-
comes. Hill (2002) found that, compared to skin tone,
perceived physical attractiveness was only weakly as-
sociated with educational attainment among Blacks.

The Ecological Perspective

Theory

Zebrowitz and her colleagues (McArthur & Baron,
1983; Zebrowitz, 1996) explored an ecological per-
spective to social perception. From this perspective, in-
formation such as physical appearance, movements,
and vocal characteristics provide useful and accurate
information about a person's underlying qualities and
disposition. These qualities provide us with informa-
tion about a person's behavioral affordances charac-
teristics that communicate the boundary conditions
governing how stimulus and perceiver may interact.
Group stereotypes may be explained by the fact that the
information that these stimulus qualities convey can be
overgeneralized to other individuals who share those
qualities. With respect to skin tone and other aspects of
phenotypic appearance, this perspective suggests that
variation in these features conveys meaningful infor-
mation that can be overgeneralized to other individuals
as a function of their phenotypic appearance.

Evidence

Zebrowitz (1996) effectively argued that variation
in physical appearance, specifically the degree of ba-
byish appearance, can account for the content of a vari-
ety of group stereotypes. Although no explicit effort
has been made to examine this theory with respect to
stereotyping as a function of racial phenotype, it is
plausible. One crucial tenet of the ecological theory is
that, at their core, these perceptions are also accurate.
This remains an open question due to the fact that accu-

racy is rarely addressed in empirical research (Lee,
Jussim, & McCauley. 1995) and difficult to measure
(Judd & Park, 1993). Thus the plausibility of the eco-
logical perspective rests on future research examining
the accuracy of information provided by race-related
phenotypic features. But it has certainly been demon-
strated that even inaccurate perceptions can have self-
fulfilling effects on behavior (e.g., Chen & Bargh,
1997; Word, Zanna, & Cooper, 1974). Determining ac-
curacy may be difficult when considering the (some-
times) self-fulfilling nature of social perception.

Metaphorical Associations

Theory

In contrast to the bottom-uip process described by
the ecological perspective, other approaches empha-
size how existing conceptual knowledge from other
domains may determine how we interpret the informa-
tion provided by facial features in social perception.
These approaches have not been specifically examined
with respect to racial phenotypicality bias. However,
they suggest that our positive associations with lighter
colors and negative associations with darker colors
map onto our beliefs about individuals with lighter or
darker skin tones. Gergen (1967) highlighted cross-
cultural evidence suggesting that white and light are
usually associated with things good, whereas black and
dark are associated with things bad. Zebrowitz (1996)
suggested that cultural associations with various colors
become transferred metaphorically to our beliefs about
racial categories (for a similar argument, see Gergen,
1967; Secord, 1958). This metaphorical overgener-
alization perspective is similar to one proposed by Wil-
liams, Boswell, & Best (1975), who provided insight
concerning the origin of our light and dark color asso-
ciations. They suggested that these associations stem
from the diurnal nature of human beings and our expe-
riences during early childhood. Children's early learn-
ing experiences teach them that daytime is associated
with clarity and safety, whereas nighttime is associated
with obscurity and danger (see also Gergen, 1967;
Goldberg, 1973).

Evidence

Color bias and person perception. Anecdotally,
the tendency to make discriminations based on skin
tone emerges among people of many different ethnici-
ties in the United States, as well as in a number of
countries around the world including Japan (Wagat-
suma, 1967), Northern Africa (Brown, 1967), South
Africa (Legum, 1967), and India (Beteille, 1967). Wil-
liams and his colleagues have conducted extensive
cross-cultural research that suggests negative connota-
tions with the color black and positive connotations
with the color white among children in the United
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States, Europe, and Asia (Best, Field, & Williams,
1976; Iwawaki, Sonoo, Williams, & Best, 1978; Wil-
liams, Boswell, & Best, 1975; Williams, Morland, &
Underwood, 1970). Empirical research by Williams
and others also suggests that adults and children in the
United States evaluate human figures with black skin
or darker black skin tones more negatively than indi-
viduals with white skin or lighter black skin tones (e.g.,
Filler & Williams, 1971; Williams, Williams, & Beck,
1973). Similar evidence comes from doll studies exam-
ining children's preferences for lighter or darker skin.
These studies usually, but not always, equate skin color
with race. In a study typical of this genre, Clark and
Clark (1958) found that Black and White children were
more likely to show preferences for White dolls and re-
ject Black dolls.3 These approaches can explain eval-
uative distinctions as a function of skin tone. However,
they cannot alone explain differences in the degree to
which stereotypes are applied.

Rapprochement

General Conclusions

The perspectives discussed here vary in their ability
to account for phenomena associated with racial pheno-
typicality bias. Although none stands out as a clear
front-runner, the existing evidence does not yet warrant
elimination ofany ofthe various perspectives from con-
sideration. Each perspective attempts to explain differ-
ent aspects ofracial phenotypicality bias. Each perspec-
tive reveals strengths and weaknesses in accounting for
the available data. This section considers these strengths
and weaknesses, drawing several conclusions from the
existing evidence. It next considers a rudimentary theo-
retical model of racial phenotypicality bias and offers
some suggestions for research that may help to illumi-
nate aspects of this model.

Racial Phenotype-Based
Stereotyping and Prejudice Exists

Individuals with racial phenotypes that are increas-
ingly typical of a particular racial category are more
likely to be viewed through the lens of category-spe-
cific beliefs and evaluations. Furthermore, sensitivity
to variation in racial phenotype is not limited to
perceivers who are members of that racial category.
These points converge with the skin tone bias, Afro-
centric bias, and ecological perspectives. The physical
attractiveness perspective diverges from this point. It

3This research paradigm has been criticized for methodological
artifacts potentially limiting the interpretation of the results (Banks,
1976). More contemporary research using this paradigm has found
that this tendency still holds, although it is subject to mitigating in-
fluence, such as portraying Blacks in positive roles (Powell-Hopson
& Hopson, 1988).

assumes that impressions are based on stereotypes
about physical attractiveness rather than racial cate-
gory membership. Perceptions of physical attractive-
ness may influence, but cannot wholly explain, racial
phenotypic bias. The metaphorical association per-
spective suggests that evaluations, not beliefs, may
vary as a function of phenotype. Thus, given evidence
of racial phenotype-based stereotyping, the metaphor-
ical perspective can also be ruled out as a sole contributor
to this process. This is also problematic for the percep-
tual prejudice perspective, which discounts semantic
associations with phenotypic appearance. However,
this perspective does not make predictions about con-
trolled judgments. It was introduced to explain rela-
tively automatic responses to faces.

Automatic Evaluation Differs
as a Function of Racial Phenotype

The perceptual prejudice perspective alone pre-
dicts that variation in phenotypic appearance can in-
fluence automatic evaluative responses to category
members, but not semantic responses. This is some-
what inconsistent with the skin tone bias and
Afrocentric bias perspectives, which would predict
that variation in phenotype would elicit both
evaluative and semantic knowledge associated with
the racial category the target's features resemble.
However, it may be possible that evaluations govern
relatively automatic judgments whereas beliefs influ-
ence relatively controlled judgments.

Racial Phenotypicality Contributes
to Racial Subtyping

The skin tone bias perspective alone suggests that
racial phenotypicality can be a cue to the formation
and use of phenotype-based subcategories (e.g., light-
skinned and dark-skinned Blacks) and that the salience
of phenotypic-based subcategories can be influenced
by the perceptual context. This perspective also sug-
gests that individual phenotypic features, (e.g., skin
tone) are more important than others are in determin-
ing racial typicality. This idea does not conflict with
any of the perspectives.

Racial Phenotypicality Affects
Category-Based and Feature-
Based Processes

The skin tone bias perspective suggests that pheno-
typicality influences category-based judgments. The
Afrocentric bias and ecological perspectives each sug-
gest that racial phenotypicality can also influence
responses to individuals (category members and non-
category members alike) outside of traditional cate-
gory-based routes through direct feature-trait associa-
tions. The two perspectives differ in the mechanism of
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that influence. The Afrocentric bias perspective sug-
gests that the association with a target group's physical
features and their personality traits is conditioned over
time through activation of the group stereotype, where-
as the ecological perspective suggests that this connec-
tion an inherent property of the physical features them-
selves and contribute to the stereotype. Importantly,
these perspectives are not inconsistent with one an-
other; both processes may occur.

Conceptual Knowledge Influences
Racial Phenotypicality Bias

Each of the perspectives attempts to explain possi-
ble origins of racial phenotypicality bias. The skin tone
bias perspective emphasizes the importance of essen-
tialist beliefs about racial category membership. The
Afrocentric bias and perceptual prejudice perspectives
suggest conditioned associations between physical
features and personality traits mediated by racial cate-
gory beliefs and/or evaluations. The physical attrac-
tiveness perspective suggests that cultural standards of
beauty govern judgments based on racial phenotype.
The metaphorical perspective suggests that associa-
tions with colors or early childhood experiences with
day and night are applied to people. The ecological
perspective describes how the behavioral affordances
of physical features are overgeneralized to other cate-
gory members. Although the veracity of each approach
may be questioned in future research, the common ele-
ment among them is the idea that conceptual knowl-
edge concerning physical characteristics either im-
plicitly or explicitly influences representations and
judgments about members of a racial category.

A Rudimentary Model of
Racial Phenotypicality Bias

Considering the available evidence, the following
section explores a rudimentary model of racial pheno-

typicality bias (see Figure 1). The model is an interpre-
tation of suggested revisions to traditional models of
person perception (Blair et al., 2002; Maddox & Gray,
2002; Zebrowitz, 1996). Processing begins at the left
of Figure 1 with a cursory consideration of a social tar-
get's physical appearance. This represents an initial
identification of the target's attributes that act as cues
to salient category dimensions such as age, sex, and
race. At this stage, the nature of feature processing
diverges. The evidence reviewed earlier suggests that
phenotypic features may have an influence on social
judgment through two routes of information processing
that operate simultaneously and largely independently.

The Category-Based Route

The top path depicts a category-based route as pro-
posed by Maddox and Gray (2002) with general attrib-
utes that are consistent with traditional approaches to
social representation and judgment (Brewer, 1988;
Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). Through this route, process-
ing of the target's phenotypic features results in racial
categorization, with the possibility that the individual
will be placed into a relevant subcategory (e.g.,
light-skinned or dark-skinned) as a function of racial
phenotypicality. Racial phenotypicality may be deter-
mined through a balanced, global assessment of all
race-relevant features (Blair et al., 2002; Livingston &
Brewer, 2002), or more heavily influenced by a single
feature or subset of features (Maddox & Gray, 2002).
Only salient subcategory representations are viable
candidates in the process of determining fit. Subcate-
gory use is more or less likely depending on person
characteristics or contextual cues present in the judg-
ment context (Maddox & Gray, 2003)

The Feature-Based Route

The bottom path depicts a feature-based route that
influences social perception apart from the traditional

CATEGORY-BASED ROUTE
Initial Categorization, Subtyping, Individuation

Target CONCEPTUAL KNOWLEDGE
Attributes Implicit Categorization Theories, Reliance on

(Phenotypicality) Perceptual Cues, Essentialist Beliefs

FEATURE-BASED ROUTE
Direct Category-Feature Associations

(Beliefs and/or Evaluations)

Figure 1. A rudimentary model of racial phenotypicality bias.
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range of category based processing. This route occurs
through the product of direct associations between
phenotypic features and stereotypic traits (Blair et al.,
2002) or race-based evaluations (Livingston & Brewer,
2002) formed over time through repeated exposure to
category members. Alternatively, the features may di-
rectly convey social information that may be over-
generalized to other individuals with similar features
(Zebrowitz, 1996). An important aspect of this route is
that the information that features convey will be ap-
plied regardless of the target's racial category member-
ship (Blair et al., 2002; Secord, 1958; Zebrowitz,
1996). In addition, phenotype may continue to influ-
ence target judgments through the feature-based route
(Blair et al., 2002) in situations when racial categoriza-
tion overrides within-race variation through the cate-
gory-based route.

The Role of Conceptual Knowledge

Several varieties of conceptual knowledge may
guide the processing of target attributes through both
the category-based route and the feature-based route.
Possibilities include metaphorical associations with
various colors (Secord, 1958), early childhood experi-
ences with light and dark (Williams et al., 1975), es-
sentialist beliefs (Haslam et al., 2002), implicit causal
theories (Medin & Ortony, 1989), cultural standards of
physical attractiveness (Breland, 1998; Wade, 1996),
and beliefs about the relation between physical fea-
tures and personality (Livingston, 2001). Each of these
and others may contribute to category-based and fea-
ture-based processing. Alternatively, certain types of
theories may influence specific routes. For example,
essentialist beliefs or implicit causal theories that
guide judgments of racial category membership may
influence the category-based route. On the other hand,
implicit knowledge concerning the importance of
phenotypic cues in judging personality may influence
the feature-based route.

Summary

The model was constructed in an attempt to incorpo-
rate the strengths of various theories and the observed
outcomes reviewed earlier. The model is meant to be in-
tegrative. It elaborates on traditional models of social
representation andjudgment through a consideration of
racial phenotypicality. It also includes elements to ac-
count for data suggesting phenotypic features have an
influence on judgments that is distinct from traditional
category-based processing. Finally, it considers how
various types of conceptual knowledge may influence
category-based and feature-based processing. Although
sacrificing great specificity and detail, the model may
serve as a guide for future investigations.

Future Directions

Pondering Dual Processes

Based on the available evidence suggesting unique
influences of category- and feature-based processes,
the current model assumes that these represent distinct
routes of social information processing. This may not
necessarily be the case. There may be other conceptu-
alizations of how features and categories may operate
to produce judgments. Several extensive discussions
concerning the nature of dual processes in social per-
ception can be found elsewhere, and are not consider
here in detail (Chaiken & Trope, 1999). The question
of dual processes is a difficult one because the cate-
gory- and feature-based processes lead to similar out-
comes in many situations. To examine whether they
qualify as a dual-process distinction, future researchers
might create and examine situations where the two pro-
cesses may lead to divergent outcomes. For example,
in situations where racial category membership must
compete with another more salient nonracial dimen-
sion (e.g., gender), feature-based judgments may con-
tinue to reveal stereotypic judgments.

Considering Interactions
with Nonphenotypic Characteristics

To date, the bulk of social psychological research
examining racial category representation has focused
on the presence or absence of stereotype-relevant be-
haviors. This review of research indicates that per-
ceived racial phenotypicality of the face also contrib-
utes importantly to the representation, perception, and
treatment of category members. Future work may be
done to expand the list of characteristics that may also
determine racial typicality and integrate them into our
models of person perception. Among these are non-
facial phenotypic features, style of dress, and style of
speech. It seems obvious that all of these features likely
contribute to a determination of racial typicality and
category membership, but few are studied empirically.
Future investigations might investigate the interaction
between these physical characteristics and behavioral
typicality in producing judgment. For example, sub-
typing or individuation through the category-based
route may be exaggerated when a target's physical typ-
icality does not match behavioral typicality with re-
spect to his racial category (e.g., a dark-skinned Black
student acing a difficult biochemistry exam).

Implications for Stereotype Change

One implication of the subtyping hypothesis in-
volves stereotype change. Subtyping refers to the men-
tal clustering of atypical individuals who disconfirm
the group stereotype, thus preserving the stereotype
from change (e.g., Maurer et al., 1995; Rothbart &
John, 1985). Through the category-based route, racial
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phenotypicality is one characteristic that individuals
use in a controlled determination of category fit.
Therefore. all things being equal, individuals who are
less phenotypical should have less impact on stereo-
type change, thus preserving any pre-existing beliefs
about the group as a whole.

Reconsidering the Black Male Norm
in Stereotyping Research

To date, the literature examining skin tone bias and
racial bias has focused heavily on perceptions of Black
men. More empirical studies that include women, His-
panics, Asians, and Whites as targets and perceivers
will be crucial to establishing generalizable models of
racial phenotypicality bias. As an example, very few
studies attempting to isolate skin tone-based percep-
tions and outcomes of men from those of women (e.g.,
Hunter, 1998; Keith & Herring, 199 1; Maddox & Gray,
2002, Study 2; Thompson & Keith, 2001). Each of
these investigations indicates that skin tone variation
plays a slightly different role as a function of gender.
Here is one instance where perceptions of physical at-
tractiveness could play a meaningful role. Human be-
ings place a great deal of value on physical attractive-
ness, particularly in women. Therefore, the interaction
of skin tone bias and perceptions of physical attractive-
ness may be more important in the outcomes of women
than men (Russell et al., 1992). The results of the study
by Hill (2002) mentioned earlier suggest that skin tone
plays a larger role in the perception of physical attrac-
tiveness for women than men. This is also consistent
with findings from Maddox and Gray (2002), where
participants listed physical attractiveness as a distin-
guishing characteristic among light and dark women,
but not men.

Intragroup Intergroup Dynamics

One of the assumptions in this analysis is that the
discrimination from racial ingroup and outgroup mem-
bers has led to negative material, physical health, and
psychological effects for dark-skinned Blacks. It is
possible that greater racial discrimination from a White
actor toward a dark-skinned Black target might have
different psychological implications for a target, com-
pared to similar discrimination from a Black actor.
Going a step further, conceptualizing light and dark
skin tone as an intragroup category marker allows one
to ask how this influence might be different depending
on whether the Black actor has skin tone similar to or
different from that of the Black target. In other words,
what is the contribution of skin tone bias that comes
from an actor who belongs to the target's racial in-
group, but varies with respect to their membership in
the target's skin tone ingroup'?

This perspective comes partly as an experimental
strategy to facilitate the study of skin tone effects. My

own work has investigated skin tone variation as a cat-
egorical distinction among light- and dark-skinned
Blacks. But there is one difficulty with this approach.
Clearly, skin tone varies on a continuum from light to
dark; to dichotomize this continuum may be considered
artificial. However, a social construction perspective on
racial group membership reveals that race is a similarly
continuous dimension that human beings parse into arti-
ficial categories. With respect to skin tone, this perspec-
tive is supported by the anecdotal accounts that have his-
torically characterized skin tone bias as a dichotomous
conflict that mirrors racial bias. In the film School Daze,
director Spike Lee illustrates this dichotomy in a scene
in which the members of two Black sororities torment
each other over the virtues and pitfalls of "good and bad
hair." Although one sorority is dominated by
dark-skinned women with "bad" Afrocentric fqatures,
the other consists of light-skinned women with "good"
Eurocentric features (they refer to each other using the
derogatory terms "Jigaboos" and "Wannabes," respec-
tively). The "Wannabes" derogate the "Jigaboos" for
their perceived lack of physical attractiveness. The
"Jigaboos" retaliate by criticizing the "Wannabes" for
their perceived lack of Black consciousness (they
"wannabe" White and do not "wannabe" Black).

Intragroup membership may moderate the relation
between phenotype and evaluation. Blacks with dark
skin tone likely do not uniformly display patterns
of skin tone outgroup favoritism. This intragroup
perspective on skin tone bias is reflected in empirical
research suggesting that light skin tone is not uni-
formly perceived as a positive characteristic. Anderson
and Cromwell (1977) found a general preference for
lighter skin tone over dark skin tone, but extremely
light skin tone was also associated with negative char-
acteristics. Contextual factors may influence whether
light or dark skin tone is preferred (Celious &
Oyserman, 2001). In a context that emphasizes mate-
rial wealth, light skin tone may provide advantages
(e.g., Keith & Herring, 1991), but dark skin tone may
be perceived positively in a context that emphasizes ra-
cial identity (e.g., Brown et al., 1999). Thus, although
categorizing skin tone variation along a continuum
may seem artificial, it may accurately reflect the cate-
gorization processes that characterize human thought
and interaction. Although the category-based perspec-
tive in the study of racial bias may have masked impor-
tant variation within-race, there is no doubt that a
category-based perspective has been useful in illumi-
nating our understanding of racial bias. The study of
skin tone bias would benefit in a similar fashion.

Conclusion

Despite some of the conclusions drawn from early
experimental investigations, several social psychologi-
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cal models of category representation and impression
formation make clear predictions about the role of skin
tone in social perception. These models suggest that
people consider racial phenotypicality in the construc-
tion and use of their mental representations of racial
groups. Perceived racial phenotypicality mediates af-
fective, cognitive, and behavioral responses to individ-
uals. Specifically, those with more typical phenotypic
appearance are more likely to be negatively stereo-
typed, evaluated, and discriminated against than those
with less typical appearance. This analysis suggests
that phenotype-based stereotypes, prejudice, and dis-
crimination have broad implications for the treatment
and outcomes of Black Americans and members of
other racial and ethnic groups. Evidence that Blacks,
Hispanics, and Whites use race-related phenotypic fea-
tures in judgments about themselves and others rein-
forces the idea that race-related prejudice has the po-
tential to affect us all regardless of racial category
membership. Acceptance of this reality may have im-
plications for the way our society talks about race, and
how we eventually act to deal with it.

Interest in racial phenotypicality bias is slowly be-
ginning to re-emerge among social psychological inves-
tigators. Future investigations will continue to provide
descriptions of the outcomes of phenotypic bias and an
understanding of the processes through which skin tone
and/or other phenotypic features play a role in the per-
ceptions and outcomes of Blacks and members of other
racial and ethnic groups. This article focuses on a sam-
ple of issues that might be explored when examining
skin tone and phenotypic appearance from the
perceiver's perspective. Butwe should not forget the im-
plications for the targets of discrimination. Additional
evidence suggests that skin tone plays a significant role
in the development of racial identity (e.g., Brown et al.,
1999) that, in turn, may influence susceptibility to
threats to self-esteem and self-efficacy (e.g., Thompson
& Keith, 2001). Ultimately, both perceiver-based and
target-based perspectives are necessary if we are to de-
velop our understanding of the complex role of racial
phenotypicality in social relations.

The future holds daunting challenges for students of
person perception. With increasing levels of racial inte-
gration and the growing number of interracial children
in the United States, the diversity in skin tones among
U.S. residents will continue to grow. Over time, racial
category distinctions will continue to blur in our popu-
lation, perhaps magnifying the role of phenotypic vari-
ation in interpersonal perception (e.g., Hall, 1999).
Even today, a great deal of discussion and research ex-
plores the experience and identity development of mul-
tiracial individuals (Cunningham, 1997; Root, 1996)
but much less on how these individuals are perceived
and treated by others (but see Blascovich, Wyer, Swart,
& Kibler, 1997; Eberhardt et al., 2003). Because of our
focus on racial categories, racially ambiguous social

targets are typically ignored in social perception inves-
tigations. Theory and research in social psychology
must remain flexible to the changing characteristics of
the population it seeks to describe. These investiga-
tions of racial phenotypicality represent initial steps to-
ward addressing the complexities involved in describ-
ing the relationships among the ever-growing numbers
of multiracial and multiethnic individuals in this coun-
try. Through increased discussion and further research
we will continue to learn of the consequences of our
preoccupation with physical types.
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