


And now, we are reprinting an article spoofing the way 
in which psychologist conceptualize behavior disorders.  
Some of you may have already read this, but for those of 
you have not, read carefully; there is humor everywhere 
(even in the reference section!). 
 
 

The Etiology of Childhood1,2 

By Jordan W. Smoller 
 

C HILDHOOD IS A SYNDROME     
which has only recently begun to receive serious 
attention from clinicians.  The syndrome itself, 
however, is not at all recent. As early as the eighth 

century, the Persian historian Kidnom made reference to 
“short, noisy creatures,” who may well have been what we 







A stereotype is a structure in memory that 
contains knowledge, beliefs and expecta-
tions about a group of people. Stereo-
types are often inaccurate because they 
are made up of broad generalizations that 
rarely apply to all individuals within a 
group.  Why do people rely on stereo-
types if they are often inaccurate? To un-
derstand why people use stereotypes, it is 
important to examine when stereotypes 
are useful. Research in Cognitive Psychol-
ogy suggests that stereotypes serve several 
different cognitive functions.  

From a cognitive perspective, stereotypes 
may be beneficial because they can im-
prove cognitive efficiency. Research has 
shown that individuals tend to use stereo-
types when their cognitive resources are 
depleted in some way. For example, when 
people are tired or distracted, they are 
more likely to use stereotypes. Thus, us-
ing stereotypes preserves resources that 

can be used for other more pressing cog-
nitive tasks.   

Stereotypes may also be beneficial be-
cause they allow a person to make predic-
tions about how someone might behave. 
For example, if you want to make a good 
first impression with your boyfriend/
girlfriend’s father, you may not want to 
volunteer that you are a member of the 
Green Party if your boyfriend/girlfriend’s 
father has just returned from playing a 
round of golf at the local country club. 
Hence, stereotypes can help to guide your 
behavior in social situations.  

In addition, stereotypes help to organize 
our world, and tell us when things my be 
unusual or amiss. Interestingly, if we are 
not distracted or under time pressure, we 
seem to pay special attention to informa-
tion that contradicts our stereotypes, sig-
naling that maybe we need to change our 

stereotypes. For example, after learning that 
your boyfriend/girlfriend’s father just re-
turned from playing golf, you might pay par-
ticular attention when he mentions that he is 
the president of the local chapter of the 
ACLU.  

Stereotypes may even improve our ability to 
recognize faces. Research conducted in my 
lab suggests that assigning a stereotypical 
category label to a face may  help to later rec-
ognize that face. A stereotypical label seems 
to be the most beneficial when the face is of 
another race. For example, both Caucasian 
and Asian participants remembered faces of 
African American males who were labeled as 
basketball players better than African Ameri-
can males who were labeled as tennis players. 
Interestingly, the labels did not seem to  help 
African American participants remember 
other African Americans.                   
(continued on Page 4) 
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WHEN PSYCH PROFESSORS NEED A BREAK... 
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