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Chapter 10 * Analyzing Self

EXERCISE: FIRST THOUGHTS
Purpose

The purpose of this activity is to help you recognize that stereotyping is unfair and becomes a
barrier to good communication and accepting people as individuals. This exercise encourages
you to examine the stereotypes of the groups of people with whom you interact.

Introduction

Before you begin this exercise, you need to understand two important concepts: stereotype and
prejudice.

A stereotype is an exaggerated belief or fixed idea about a person or group that is held
by people and sustained by selective perception and selective forgetting. Stereotypes come
from two sources: (1) incomplete, distorted information and limited personal experience and
(2) outside sources such as others’ interpretations of cultural behavior. Stereotypes are natural
but often destructive because they are unfair, do not allow for individuality, and interfere with
communication.

A prejudice is a preconceived idea or negative attitude formed before the facts are known.
It is a bias without reason, resistant to all evidence. Prejudice implies inferiority, leads to suspicion,
and is detrimental to communication and interpersonal relations.

Guidelines

1. Write the first two or three adjectives that come to your mind for each of the groups listed:

Persons with disabilities Whites

New Yorkers Asians
Californians African Americans
Teachers Gays and lesbians
Latinos Managers

Women Men

2. Working in groups of three, discuss your reactions to the exercise and to stereotyping in
general. (Discuss the words used in each category, the categories that were easy and
difficult, and the reasons for regarding them as such.)

3. Discuss other stereotyped groups to which members of your group may belong: blondes,
farm boys, intellectuals, jocks, and the like.

4. Discuss the importance of overcoming labels and stereotypes, and offer specific ways
to counteract stereotypes. For example, recognize stereotypes for what they are and
where they come from; look at each person as an individual; give examples of individ-
uals who do not fit the stereotype; remain open-minded and not influenced by opinions
of others.

Source: Jonamay Lambert and Selma Myers, 50 Activities for Diversity Training (Amherst, MA: Human Resource
Development Press, 1994), 59-63.
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