
It’s All Greek to Me:
Homogeneity and the extreme evaluations of helpful vs. harmful fraternities

Dr. Charlene Christie, Jaclyn Kinash, & Kristine Troescher
Department of Psychology, SUNY College at Oneonta

Conclusions
This research suggests that perceptions of threat may be modified by messages that the potentially 

threatening groups are homogenous. To the extent that an outgroup is perceived as threatening, 

information highlighting the homogenous nature of that group accentuates the threat reaction. 

However, when an outgroup is perceived as potentially beneficial, information highlighting the 

homogenous nature of that group further decreases the threat reaction. Thus, information regarding 

the homogeneity of an entity serves to strengthen the larger message, whether focused on helpful or 

harmful consequences.

Introduction
How do people form their attitudes toward outgroups? Building on previous research 
concerning the variable nature of intergroup relationships, we examined the connection 
between perceptions of threat and outgroup homogeneity. Specifically, we were interested in 
testing whether negative attitudes toward outgroups develop, in part, because of information 
we’re given regarding how helpful or harmful that group may be to our own groups. Also, we 
have reason to believe that negative attitudes begin to develop when a group is presented as 
a homogenous entity. That is, to the extent that we perceive the individual members of the 
group as being very similar to one another, we also tend to perceive the group in a more 
negative fashion. However, it is possible that homogeneity can also improve attitudes toward 
an outgroup. Specifically, if we are lead to believe that the group is beneficial to our own 
group, the notion that individual members of that group are very similar may work to increase 
those positive feelings.  To test these ideas, college students who were not involved in Greek 
life on campus were exposed to “news stories” regarding recent activities of fraternities and 
sororities. We predicted that students would develop more positive attitudes when the group 
was described as potentially beneficial, and would develop more negative attitudes to the 
extent that the group was described as being potentially harmful. Additionally, we predicted 
that these attitudes would strengthen when the outgroup was presented as a homogenous 
presence. 

Methods
A total of 139 undergraduate students (80 female, 59 male) participated in our study. The 
majority of our sample was Caucasian (86%), and the average age of our participants was 
19.44 (SD = 1.48). First-year students comprised approximately 50% of our final sample.

Participants were asked to read information regarding recent activities of fraternities and 
sororities on campus. Some of the information was designed to serve as a threat manipulation. 
Half of the participants read information highlighting ways in which fraternities and sororities 
may be threatening to other students on campus (e.g., dangerous hazing rituals leading to 
unsafe environments and a negative reputation for SUNY College at Oneonta). Other students 
read information highlighting ways in which fraternities and sororities benefit other students on 
campus (e.g., volunteer requirements leading to improvements on campus and a positive 
reputation for SUNY College at Oneonta). Combined with this was information either focusing 
on similarities among fraternities and sororities (homogeneity manipulation – although they 
have different names, they’re basically all the same) or differences among the groups 
(diversity manipulation – every fraternity or sorority is a different organization with different 
goals and membership requirements).

Following this information, participants were asked to respond to a series of questions 
designed to assess their attitudes toward fraternities and sororities. One of our key dependent 
variables was a measure of threat. This measure consisted of 6 items, with a scale ranging 
from -5 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Participants responded to items such as, “It 
is risky for students who are not involved in Greek life to live near fraternities or sororities 
downtown.” The responses to these items were combined such that higher scores indicated 
greater levels of threat perception.

Results
As predicted, the threat manipulation has a major impact on perceptions of threat, F (1, 131) = 
15.01, p<.001, with people exposed to the threatening information reporting greater feelings of 
threat (M = 1.99, SE = 0.21) than people exposed to non-threatening information (M = 0.85, SE
= 0.20). However, this main effect was moderated by a significant interaction with perceptions 
of homogeneity, F (1, 131) = 4.43, p<.05. When fraternities and sororities were presented as 
homogenous groups, people exposed to the non-threatening information reported the lowest 
levels of threat perceptions (M = 0.65, SE = 0.29). However, when people were exposed to 
homogenous descriptions and threatening information, they reported significantly higher levels 
of threat perception (M = 2.39, SE = 0.28).
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