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A B S T R A C T . This article examines the discursive construction of cultural
generalizations, by analysing generalizations about gender and culture made in
a large corpus of diary, focus group and interview data produced by modern
languages students at university in Britain during or shortly after their period
of residence abroad. It is argued that although students demonstrate an
awareness of the negative cultural evaluation of stereotyping through the use
of mitigation strategies, they are nevertheless willing to produce
generalizations under the right discursive conditions, particularly when
permission is given by the other participants in the interaction and when they
are able to produce evidence to legitimate the generalization in some way.
Analysis of the entire corpus shows that the most common form of
legitimation is the appeal to personal experience, whereas close analysis of
extracts from the data demonstrates the importance of discursive context and
process in making such generalizations possible and acceptable.

K E Y W O R D S : gender, intercultural communication, legitimations, residence abroad,
stereotypes

Introduction

This article examines how university students speaking and writing about their
intercultural experiences during residence abroad construct generalizations
about the host culture. It is suggested that students are aware of the negative
judgements associated with ‘stereotyping’, demonstrated through their use of
hedging and other mitigation strategies. However, in the interview or focus group
situation, they are being given explicit permission – indeed, encouraged – to make
these discursive generalizations. Under these circumstances, students do make
cultural generalizations but seek to legitimate these by justifying them with
specific evidence, primarily with reference to their own personal experience.

The data on which this article is based was collected by The Interculture
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Project at Lancaster University. This project, funded by HEFCE’s Fund for the
Development of Teaching and Learning, collected diaries, semi-structured inter-
views and focus groups, and questionnaires from undergraduate university 
students engaged in residence abroad from three institutions (Lancaster
University, the University of Central Lancashire and Sheffield University) over
three years, from 1996 to 1999. The data were transcribed and coded by topic,
using a ‘grounded’ approach which grouped extracts in terms of categories emer-
gent from the data itself (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), a process facilitated by the
qualitative research software QSR NUD*IST (see Crawshaw et al., 2000 for a
fuller account of this process). The data drawn on for this article consisted of 145
of these documents: 55 diaries written during students’ first three months
abroad, and 79 interviews and 11 focus groups which took place during the 
academic year after their return.

This initial content analysis mapped out the parameters of intercultural nar-
ration in this data, identifying the principal topics covered in the data. However,
as Polanyi (1995) points out in her analysis of diary data from American students
resident in Russia, such a content-based coding of themes gives us only very
limited information as to the way students discursively construct their experi-
ence. Her focus was on gender relationships, looking specifically at the difference
between male and female reports of their experience. She states that ‘though a
coder of these texts might well put all instances of romantic/flirtatious/sexual
encounters into one category, a carefully [sic] reading of the accounts reveals that
the young men and the young women journal-keepers have very different experi-
ences and tell very different stories about these encounters’ (Polanyi, 1995: 280).
The present article also looks at gender, but rather than looking as Polanyi did
specifically at reports of romantic experience, we take gender as an example of a
topic about which generalizations are often made in the corpus, and examine how
students make and legitimate these cultural generalizations in their discourse.

Stereotypes and generalizations

There is a certain tension in work on intercultural communication between the
notions of ‘cultural generalization’ and ‘stereotypes’. The expression of ‘stereo-
types’ about a country is generally seen as demonstrating judgemental or nega-
tive attitudes. However, encouraging students to develop a sensitive awareness of
‘cultural difference’ presupposes some form of generalization about what these
significant differences are between cultures. The danger comes when we essen-
tialize these differences, assuming that they apply universally to any member of
the culture. Bennett (1998: 7) summarizes this distinction as follows: 

Stereotypes arise when we act as if all members of a culture or group share the same
characteristics. . . . [They] are problematic in intercultural communication for several
obvious reasons. One is that they may give us a false sense of understanding our 
communication partners. . . . Additionally, stereotypes may become self-fulfilling
prophecies, where we observe others in selective ways that confirm our prejudice.
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However, he acknowledges also that ‘Despite the problems with stereotypes, it is
necessary in intercultural communication to make cultural generalizations’, with-
out which we may either assume that every person acts in a completely unique
way, or rely inordinately on (culturally conditioned) common sense to direct com-
municative behaviour.

Coleman (1998) addresses this issue in his report on the European Language
Proficiency Survey, a quantitative study of over 25,000 language learners con-
ducted by the University of Portsmouth. As part of this study, a questionnaire was
administered to students in which they were asked to rate a series of 19 adjectives
(emotional, arrogant, serious, friendly, confident, logical and so on) on a four-
point rating scale, indicating the extent to which these adjectives described first,
people of their own nationality, and second, people speaking the language on
which they were being tested. His results suggest that even after their period of
residence abroad, students appeared to have firm stereotypes of other European
nations: ‘The study found, firstly, that language students have clear national
stereotypes; secondly, that extended residence in the target language community
will not influence these stereotypes except to reinforce them; and thirdly, that on
many qualities a proportion of students, up to 30 percent of the total, will return
from residence abroad with a more negative view of the target language com-
munity than is held by those who have not yet undertaken residence abroad.’
(Coleman, 1998: 59).

However, Coleman also notes in passing that there was a higher non-response
rate on this question than on any other in the questionnaire, and in addition stu-
dents often annotated it to express their unwillingness to stereotype other nations
at all. A similar attitude was found by Condor (2000). She interviewed English
respondents and asked them to give an account of their own country, but found
that many of these respondents were unwilling to speak about ‘this country’ in
categorical terms, appearing to see this as in some way equivalent to racism,
although close analysis of their discourse demonstrated the use of ‘banal’
national referents (Billig, 1995). Similarly, van Dijk’s (1992: 89) analysis demon-
strates an awareness of the social constraints on making statements that could be
perceived as ‘racist’: ‘even the most blatantly racist discourse in our data rou-
tinely features denials or at least mitigations of racism . . . precisely the more
racist discourse tends to have disclaimers and other denials.’

We found the same thing when running year abroad preparation courses with
students, using the Interculture Project material. A brief questionnaire on
‘national identity’, designed to stimulate discussion, was rejected by many stu-
dents, who were very reluctant to produce any sort of national stereotype when
explicitly asked to do so. There is an awareness that stereotyping is seen as some-
thing to be avoided, which can be seen explicitly in the mitigations used in some
of the data discussed below. Nevertheless, despite this reluctance, such general-
izations are frequently to be found in the data. This being the case, it becomes par-
ticularly important to legitimate these generalizations using some form of
evidence, used to demonstrate that the speaker is not ‘just’ stereotyping, but is
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speaking on the basis of some authoritative observation. This legitimation, as will
be demonstrated, is principally achieved through students drawing on accounts
of their own personal experiences.

The use of personal experience to legitimate generalizations

The topic-based analysis of the full corpus, described above, included both coding
for descriptive information about the students’ experiences, and coding for the
factors which they identified as having had a significant impact on these experi-
ences. These factors included the students’ own physical, mental and emotional
states; interpersonal factors, relating to how contacts with others were estab-
lished, maintained and experienced, and the nature of those contacts; and social
structural factors, in which students spoke about their understandings of the
general social characteristics of the culture they were placed in. This coding
process developed a 250-unit taxonomy, which summarized the principal factors
identified by students as significant in terms of their intercultural encounters.

The development of this taxonomy enabled the data to be interrogated in terms
of a wide variety of different questions about students’ intercultural experience.1

But for the purposes of the present article, addressing the discursive construc-
tions of national stereotypes required the identification of a smaller amount of
relevant data for closer analysis. The starting point for this was to examine the
data which had been coded under ‘social structural factors’, allowing us to locate
data in which students made generalizations about a variety of different social
categorizations; references to national, regional, ethnic, political, religious and
gender ‘sociotypes’ were identified here. However, this still generated a very large
corpus of data. In order to reduce the size of this corpus for closer analysis, we
chose to explore in detail the way students spoke and wrote about the topic of
gender. We identified 368 instances of this using the coding, including such
things as students discussing attitudes towards people based on gender, their
experiences of gendered relationships, and their perceptions of gender-role expec-
tations. But we would not want to claim that the patterns identified below are
unique to gender stereotyping; familiarity with the rest of the corpus leads us to
think that similar patterns would be found in the discursive construction of other
types of cultural generalization.

Clear patterns of legitimation were evident in this data. First, there were some
cases in which a claim was made about the host culture without reference to any
direct evidence to legitimate this generalization. We called these ‘pure’ general-
izations, as in the following extract from a focus group:

Sexist. Spain is very sexist, I think.

Seventy-five generalizations of this type were identified. More often, students
made generalizations about gender relations in the host culture which were
explicitly legitimated with some reference to their own experiences, for example:

As far as sexism and racism are concerned, I have noticed that many people I’ve come
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across here have different attitudes to my own. In a lot of ways, male and female roles
are clearly defined as the ‘traditional’ roles.

where the generalization ‘male and female roles are clearly defined as the “tra-
ditional” roles’ is legitimated with the use of the first person, present perfect ‘I
have noticed’, making it clear that the student is justifying the assertion with ref-
erence to their own personal observations. Similarly, in the statement:

I found even the girls had some sort of sexism as well. I think ’cause it is quite a macho
society even today, the girls joke about the battle of sexes. Just a couple of jokes they
told me about women and men, and I was like, we, I think as women in England we
would sort of say, no that’s not on, you know, [laughing].

Again we see the use of the first person ‘I found’ to frame the generalization
‘’cause it is quite a macho society even today, the girls joke about the battle of
sexes’ in terms of the student’s own experiences. These generalizations backed up
by personal experience were the most common examples identified, with 171
extracts fitting this description.

There were a few extracts in which instead of reporting their own experiences
students reported things that had happened to other people and used these
accounts to legitimate their claims, as in the following:

There’s no way you can wear things like that here if you don’t want blokes approach-
ing you every 100 metres down the street. I know a couple of people who have been
grabbed in the street by strange blokes who have then run off.

These were much rarer, only 18 instances being found in the corpus. Finally,
there were instances which drew on the sociotype of gender without making gen-
eralizations about the host culture as a whole, usually by restricting the appli-
cation of the generalization to the specific field of personal experience which they
are reporting, as in:

In my company I think it was partly because it was like a company full of engineers,
it was mainly male and the women really had to fight to get where they were so they
sort of had this hard shell around them and they were really like, just out to get what
they could, just out for themselves. And like my boss, she was – I had two bosses and
one of them was female and I didn’t have a good relationship with her at all but then,
like everyone on my floor had had an argument with her and they didn’t even work
with her so that was very hard, erm. [. . .] But I mean that might have just been one
ind, that’s one individual so I don’t want to generalize for the whole.

In this quote we see the generalization being made only at the level of the
company of which the student has a direct experience, rather than being
extended to the host culture. There were 104 examples of this type.

These figures can already give us an indication of some overall patterns in the
data. First, the expression of a stereotype is often related to the student’s own per-
sonal experience. The majority of generalizations are either restricted to the par-
ticular sphere of experience which the student is reporting, or if the generalizing
claim is extended to the host culture, reference is made to the student’s own
experience to legitimate it. The occasions on which an explicit ‘stereotype’ is
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expressed without legitimating it in this way are rarer, and it is very unusual for
a student to express such a generalization and ground it in reports of other
people’s experiences.

So, the students are not merely making generalizations but are justifying them
by saying, ‘I know this is true because I was there, because I experienced it’. The
appeal to personal experience is a powerful rhetorical strategy when truth claims
are being made in discourse. Statements relating to ‘I’-experiences cannot be
challenged directly in the same way as more general factual claims might be.
Baynham’s (1995) analysis of the relationship between narrative and argument
shows how personal, autobiographical experience can be used as a powerful ‘evi-
dential claim’ to support particular argument statements. We can see in the
analysis of this data that when students do express stereotypes about gender
relationships, they usually legitimate these stereotypes in terms of this sort of
autobiographical evidence.

The following extract clearly demonstrates a felt need for this legitimation; the
student is asked a generalized question about gender roles but interprets it as a
request for specific examples, apologising for the lack of these:

INTERVIEWER: Um, did you um, find a difference in er, in gender role behaviour between
Britain and Germany or was the relationship between men and women
and women amongst each other and men amongst each other, was that
very similar or did you find a difference?

XF: I think generally it’s very, I can’t think of any examples, but I think
generally I did find that it is a lot more behind in Germany than it is here.

Why is this form of legitimation seen as being necessary? There is some evi-
dence in the data that some students are aware that ‘stereotyping’ may be per-
ceived negatively by the interviewer, as in the following example:

JB: Yeah. And the lads just were scruffy. And that carried on into the
nightlife as well. I don’t know why the, I suppose it’s not fair saying
the girls didn’t talk to the boys or anything but #

MODERATOR: But they didn’t.

JB: I dunno.

This extract contains an explicit acknowledgement that stereotyping may be
seen as ‘not fair’. We also see extracts such as the following in which the general-
izing statement is mitigated by the use of the phrase ‘I don’t know’, and followed
by a move away from cultural generalizations where the student puts the prob-
lems experienced down to personal and situational factors, ‘I’m sure it’s some-
thing to do with my situation that he behaved like that’:

Then the surveillant started getting a bit too interrogative and was asking, could I
come to Nantes with him, do I love my boyfriend, why don’t I just marry him now and
stupid questions like that. The others were quite embarrassed and shook their heads
saying he was being indiscreet. He said no, not at all, and I said, well, yes actually. [. . .]
I don’t know if it’s just because he’s French and likely to be more blatent, or
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because I’m foreign and seem more like an object than a person because I
can’t always express myself, or I’m just different. I’m sure it’s something to do
with my situation that he behaved like that.2

Most commonly, such reluctance to stereotype can be seen in the use of hedg-
ing to qualify statements:

MH: Um, apart from I don’t know if it’s true but I got the impression that
French men are most sexist.

CL: I think that er well they are a lot less, from my experience they are a
lot less likely to query when you eat but they certainly do query what you
eat and certainly the amount you eat when you are a woman. I had this
as something that as always annoyed me tremendously because I have, I
have always eaten a lot.

Explicit discursive mitigation strategies of this kind can be found in some 37 of
the 368 extracts relating to gender as a social categorization. But even where
explicit mitigation is not evident, the appeal to personal experience can be seen in
itself as a mitigation strategy, demonstrating as it does an awareness of the need
for such generalizing claims to be legitimated in some way. This appeal to the
authority of personal experience might go some way towards explaining
Coleman’s finding that language students are more, rather than less, ready to
stereotype after their period of residence abroad.

Both the use of mitigation strategies and the justification of claims with refer-
ence to personal experience suggest that students are aware of the norms warn-
ing against making stereotypical judgements of other cultures. This finding is in
accordance with much of the research literature on racist discourse. Buttny
(1997) in his study of American college students talking race found that white
students were aware of the stigma against expressing explicitly racist views, and
therefore legitimated their positions by backing them up with evidence from their
own experience. Wetherell and Potter (1992) in their study of white New
Zealanders’ discourse on Maoris similarly found that Pakeha New Zealanders
were often careful to demonstrate their knowledge of the norms against sounding
‘prejudiced’ and to provide evidence to justify their views. This common duality,
expressing a desire to remain unprejudiced while expressing prejudiced or stereo-
typical views, is explored by Billig et al. (1988) as a typical ‘ideological dilemma’
resulting from people’s integration of the contradictory norms of contemporary
society.

The influence of context and process

So what are the discursive circumstances which make it possible and desirable for
students to make these generalizations, despite their awareness of the moral
norms warning against stereotyping? To address this question, it is necessary to
examine more closely the discursive context in which these generalizations are
made.
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An initial answer to this question is indicated by an examination of the distri-
bution of the different types of generalization across the documents in the corpus.
The dataset consists of data collected in three different formats: diaries, inter-
views and focus groups. The different categories of generalization identified are
distributed unequally through these document types. In relation to the number of
extracts relating to gender in each type of document, there are proportionally
more ‘pure’ generalizations (that is to say, cultural generalizations which are not
legitimated with reference to evidence) in the focus group data, and fewer in the
interview data (see Tables A1–A3 for details). This suggests that agreement with
others may have a part to play in whether generalizations about the other culture
are felt to be appropriate. This would also explain why, in the interviews, the fig-
ures for the fourth category identified, accounts relating to gender without gen-
eralization to the culture, are higher. (This would be supported by Callen’s [1999]
analysis of evaluative discourse in the focus group data, which found there was a
tendency in focus groups for students to evaluate either the home or the host cul-
ture in a markedly negative way. This was explained in terms of the discursive
dynamics in the focus group, particularly a preference for intersubjective agree-
ment which encourages increasingly extreme formulations.)

But this is the point at which analysis at the global level becomes unfruitful.
Such overall indications can only give indications as to trends in the data, trails to
follow in more detailed work. To explore these claims in more detail, the next sec-
tion analyses extracts from an interview and a focus group in detail. Each extract
has been selected because of its inclusion of a pure generalization, which seems,
out of context, to be exactly the sort of out-and-out stereotype that the intercul-
tural communication literature warns against so strongly. Analysis of the context
within which each was produced, using a critical discourse analysis approach
which relates the extract to its discursive and social context, will demonstrate the
influence of the discursive process on making this expression possible.

THE INTERVIEW CONTEXT

an Italian male will walk straight up to you and talk to you and they’ll pay you a com-
pliment or they’ll ask you something, they’ll ask you out like that. British men, I don’t
think they do that at all [laugh], they may look once or twice but um, that’s about it

The above quote comes from an interview with a female student who spent her
period of residence abroad in Italy. On its own it can be seen as a reproduction of
a fairly common stereotype, that of the ‘Latin lover’, comparing Italian men’s
readiness to make sexual overtures with British men’s more reserved nature.
Removed from its discursive context it could be seen as more evidence for
Coleman’s (1998) thesis, that students who have participated in residence abroad
return with strong stereotypes about the other country.

However, an analysis which takes the immediate discursive context into
account gives much more insight into the circumstances which make the
expression of this sort of stereotype acceptable. The extract was taken from the
following interview:
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INTERVIEWER: Yeah, right. Did you have any problems with dress codes at all while you
were there?

JL: Yeah I did actually it was more of an aesthetic thing and it was more
because I was in Milan but it is the fashion capital of Italy and I really,
really felt under dressed at some points. I mean, I’ve changed a lot in that
way as well.

INTERVIEWER: Under dressed you mean in terms of extensiveness and smartness?

JL: Not smart enough. Mmmmm, yeah. At the beginning I’d have a pair of
jeans and um, say a jumper or something and if you went into the city
centre you would sometimes come home feeling pretty low because it’s
the fashion +... it has all the models from everywhere, the American
models are taller than, twice the height of me, and you just, you actually
get used to it but er I found that I was spending the most of my money on
clothes and shopping and you couldn’t go shopping in town without first
deciding very carefully what you were going to wear, doing your makeup
nicely and your hair nicely and then striding into town. I found that your
head was held quite high and you walked with quite a posture because
everyone has their own posture and everyone, nobody walks with their
head held low, everybody thinks they’re the greatest. Well that attitude.
They are not arrogant at all, I have to stress that, but they are very, very
proud of the way they look. So by the second semester Jean and I would
go shopping and we’d be dressed smartly to go shopping in the first place,
because they have no shame, if you’re not dressed smartly they’ll look at
you in the shop, like ‘what are you doing in here?’ [laugh] Um, so we had
to look as though we deserved to be in that shop in the first place before
we went in.

INTERVIEWER: Mmmmm, right, so you were sensitive to the gaze of, critical gaze of? +/.

JL: Yeah, you had critical gazes off men and women.

INTERVIEWER: Yeah, er, picking up that last point, did you come across any particular
gender problems or attitudes of Italian men, different from attitudes of
British men er? +/.

JL: Um, yeah, tons, tons, tons.

INTERVIEWER: Were you prepared for that, or were you taken aback?

JL: Yes, I was prepared um, because I got stared at a lot in my first time, the
first time I went. But I was on my own this time. As I was saying, I didn’t
say ‘I’m sorry I’ve got a boyfriend’ [laugh] just an easy way to get out. But
the problem was sometimes you’d get tired of it and it wouldn’t stop, and
if you were tired, or, doesn’t matter what mood you were in, it would
carry on no matter what. And because I’m blonde, I’m fairly tall, and I’m
obviously not Italian, I’m very foreign looking, you just get stared at. And
if you’re in a good mood it can boost your ego but um, if you’re just tired
or if you really think you don’t look good, you really don’t want people to
look at you because they’re judging you on how you look that day, every
day. Um, there are model scouts everywhere as well and um, you have a
bad day, hundreds of people have looked at you [laugh].
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INTERVIEWER: Is it just a male gaze or is it just? +/

JL: No, both, mainly male.

INTERVIEWER: Male and female?

JL: Yeah.

INTERVIEWER: And where males are concerned is it male, not just gaze but behaviour,
which is different from British males or?

JL: Yes, oh yeah, because an Italian male will walk straight up to you and
talk to you and they’ll pay you a compliment or they’ll ask you some-
thing, they’ll ask you out like that. British men, I don’t think they do that
at all [laugh] they may look once or twice but um, that’s about it.

INTERVIEWER: You were prepared for that?

JL: I got stopped every time I went out.

INTERVIEWER: Did that surprise you or were you prepared for it mentally before you
went?

JL: Um, I was prepared for the staring because I just look foreign but the
people actually having the gall to come up and talk, sometimes a bit
taken aback how confident they were [yawning] excuse me.

INTERVIEWER: Am I tiring you?

JL: No, no, no [laugh].

In order to understand this extract in context, it is necessary first to describe the
discursive conditions under which this interview was produced. The interview
was conducted by a member of staff at the student’s home university. There is,
therefore, already a very clear relation of power between interviewer and inter-
viewee. This is made particularly clear by the exchange at the end of the inter-
view, in which the interviewer’s ironic comment on the interviewee’s yawn, ‘Am
I tiring you?’, elicits embarrassed and apologetic laughter. In a conversation such
as this, between people who don’t know each other well, British politeness con-
ventions would usually dictate that yawns be ignored. It is only possible for the
interviewer to make a comment like this if they are firmly in control of the inter-
action – it would be unimaginable for the interviewee to make a similar comment.

It is clear that, as we might expect from this, the interviewer maintains inter-
actional control throughout. It is the interviewer who selects topics, according to
the list of areas to cover which was given to all interviewers. The question which
begins the extract, ‘Did you have any problems with dress codes at all while you
were there?’, introduces a completely new topic, and this reflects the pattern
throughout; the interview as a whole consists of a series of short discussions of
interviewer-selected topics, with the interviewer overwhelmingly using questions
to direct the interaction.

The interviewer’s interactional control is also evident in the question which
introduces the topic of gender relationships. The student has been talking about
feeling uncomfortable when people looked at her in shops, reformulated by the
interviewer as a ‘critical gaze’, and the student responds ‘Yeah, you had critical
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gazes off men and women.’ Note that this statement is not making a generaliza-
tion about gender behaviour, about the typical behaviour of men or women. If
anything it might be seen as negating a presupposition that one or the other
gender might be more likely to look in this way – although which gender that
might be is unclear. However, the focus of the conversation at this point, at least
for the student, remains the critical gaze, rather than the issue of gender.

But the interviewer here again exercises his interactional prerogative and
changes the topic: ‘Yeah, er, picking up that last point, did you come across any
particular gender problems or attitudes of Italian men, different from attitudes of
British men er?’ The phrase ‘picking up that last point’ makes a cohesive link to
the student’s previous statement, although it appears that her main point was not
gender, but the ‘critical gaze’. Note also that it is the interviewer, not the inter-
viewee who introduces the evaluative idea that there might be ‘problems’ relating
to gender. In addition to this, the wide range of ‘gender problems’ that might have
been described in answer to the question is immediately circumscribed by the
reformulation ‘attitudes of Italian men, different from attitudes of British men?’.
The interviewer is therefore implicitly equating ‘gender problems’ with men’s
attitudes.

Interviewers had been given a list of topics to cover which included gender, and
it appears here that the interviewer was taking the opportunity to introduce this
topic in a ‘natural’ manner. This can be related to the mix of genres that the semi-
structured interview represents. It is drawing both on the norms of structured
interviewing, in which interactional control lies firmly with the interviewer and
there is no necessary expectation for there to be meaningful links between differ-
ent questions, and on the norms of the everyday conversation, in which interac-
tional control would normally be shared between participants and the maxim of
relevance would be expected to be obeyed (Grice, 1975). At times, this mix can
produce this sort of awkward question, where the interviewer is appearing to
draw on the student’s original point and hence maintain relevance, while actu-
ally introducing a new and unrelated topic. The interviewee must then decide
whether to continue addressing her actual ‘last point’ or whether to follow the
interviewer’s introduction of a new topic.

In fact, she does both. Despite the fact that the student has been given the
explicit opportunity here to make negative generalizations about Italian men, she
does not take the opportunity to do so. Her first response, ‘Um, yeah, tons, tons,
tons’ is non-specific, and could suggest that she has experienced ‘tons’ of gender
problems. However, when she is given the opportunity to expand on this with the
interviewer’s next question (‘Were you prepared for that, or were you taken
aback?’) it becomes clear that she is still orienting to her previous topic: ‘Yes, I was
prepared um, because I got stared at a lot in my first time, the first time I went.’
While the referent of ‘that’ in the interviewer’s question seems to be gender prob-
lems, the student’s explanation ‘because I got stared at a lot’ implies that she is
still taking the referent of ‘that’ to be the critical gaze. Later, her reference to the
‘easy way out’ – ‘I didn’t say “I’m sorry I’ve got a boyfriend” ’ – implies that she
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has shifted her focus to the male gaze, but as her response continues the agent of
the staring becomes increasingly unclear. Rather than (as the interviewer has
requested) speaking about the behaviour of Italian males, she avoids attributing
agency for the staring through the use of passive constructions (‘I got stared at’,
‘you just get stared at’), and nominalization of the process as ‘it’ (‘sometimes
you’d get tired of it’, ‘it wouldn’t stop’). Where an agent is introduced, towards the
end of the turn, it is not Italian males, but the non-gender-specific ‘people’ or
‘model scouts’: ‘there are model scouts everywhere as well and um, you have a
bad day, hundreds of people have looked at you’. By the end of this turn her topic
is clearly her original one, people in general looking at you and judging you,
rather than responding to the interviewer’s introduction of gender difficulties.

She also avoids making negative evaluative generalizations about the people
who are doing the looking. The use of the ‘it’ nominalization avoids the attribu-
tion of agency and blame, instead the staring appears to arise on its own rather
than being a process for which someone is responsible. This is reinforced by her
analysis of the causes of the staring, attributing this to her own physical attri-
butes rather than to the agency of the starers: ‘because I’m blonde, I’m fairly tall,
and I’m obviously not Italian, I’m very foreign looking, you just get stared at’
(with the modifier ‘just’ also expressing a sense of natural inevitability, rather
than negatively evaluating this behaviour). And even where she expresses a sense
of discomfort, this is related to her own emotional state on the day, rather than
attributing responsibility for this discomfort to the starers: ‘If you’re in a good
mood it can boost your ego but um, if you’re just tired or if you really think you
don’t look good, you really don’t want people to look at you’.

Following this turn, the interviewer again attempts to shift the focus onto
gender relationships and gender behaviour, and asks: ‘Is it just a male gaze or is it
just?’, but her initial response ‘No, both’ confirms that she is still not generalizing
about gender, although she clarifies this with ‘mainly male’ – but could this be
interpreted as a response to the interviewer’s clear interest in gendered behav-
iour? And although the interviewer’s next question, ‘Male and female?’,
acknowledges the broader nature of her observation, his following question ‘And
where males are concerned is it male, not just gaze but behaviour, which is dif-
ferent from British males or?’ again shifts the focus onto men. The placing of ‘And
where males are concerned?’ in theme position almost forces the student to
respond with a generalization about men. And the phrasing of the question, ‘not
just gaze but behaviour, which is different from British males or?’ implies a cohe-
sive link back to an assertion from the student that the gaze was different from
that which she would have experienced from British men, suggesting that she has
already made a generalizing or stereotyping statement about the behaviour of
Italian men which has not, in fact, taken place.

Bearing in mind the power relationship between interviewer and interviewee,
and the number of times the interviewee has resisted making negative statements
about the behaviour of Italians in general, should we therefore see her response,
the quote cited at the beginning of this section, as being the expression of a
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stereotyping attitude? Should we not rather take into account the fact that the
interviewer has been clearly eliciting such a generalization, pushing the student
to make such national distinctions? The generalization is after all elicited only
after the fourth time the interviewer asks a ‘gender’ question. Indeed, looking at
the extract as a whole, the student seems far more willing to talk about her own
personal experience than to make such generalizations, and after making the
generalization she even returns to describe her personal experience (as evidence
for her assertion?) in preference to answering a direct question from the inter-
viewer: ‘You were prepared for that?’ ‘I got stopped every time I went out.’ Even
when she makes another reference to the behaviour she describes it is not
described in gender-specific terms, but again the agent is simply given as ‘people’:
‘I was prepared for the staring because I just look foreign but the people actually
having the gall to come up and talk, sometimes a bit taken aback how confident
they were’. And although there is negativity implied in the choice of the process
‘having the gall’, this is mitigated by her expression of her response as being
simply mild surprise at their confidence (‘confident’ being a word with generally
positive connotations), rather than irritation or a feeling of being under threat.

We see here how the ‘pure’ generalization quoted at the beginning of the sec-
tion arose as the result of a discursive process which included repeated elicitation
of such a generalization from the interviewer, and in a context in which even
when encouraged to make such statements, the student used other discursive
strategies – including hedging, mitigation and particularly reference to her own
personal experience – which enabled her to avoid for some time engaging in
‘negative cultural stereotyping’.

THE FOCUS GROUP CONTEXT

It was suggested above that students might be more willing to stereotype in focus
group discussions, when agreement was reached among the members of the
group. The following ‘pure generalization’ was produced in a focus group:

Sexist. Spain is very sexist, I think.

As with the citation which began the discussion of the interview context, we find
a generalization about the characteristics of the nation under discussion.
However, analysis of the discursive context will show that similar patterns are
evident here. The speaker initially avoids making stereotyping judgements, and
the generalization is only expressed following the production of evidence sup-
porting the assertion from others in the interaction. The extract was taken from
the following focus group discussion:

JB: You’d find the lads were quite scruffy in comparison to the girls. In the
business school where we were, all the girls were really finely turned out
and the lads were just scruffy, wearing trainers. And they didn’t really
talk to the girls and the girls didn’t talk to the lads. And it was + . . .

MW: God that’s really, I think that’s really, I mean O.K. when I’ve been to
Madrid and places then everyone is well dressed but where I was
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MF: +/. You said, didn’t you? People just didn’t dress up or

MW: +/. Older people did. Maybe like from late twenties onwards might uh
wear smarter clothes but people our age, you know, especially the ones
who were studying still, just always wore jeans. And like we used to feel
as if we were over-dressed on a Saturday night in comparison with them.

HE: Oh, I didn’t get dressed up to go out.

MW: And they never, ever wear heels. Or skirts.

MF: It was too cold where you lived.

MW: It was too cold, yeah. I never wore a skirt. And none of them ever wore
skirts.

MODERATOR: But I was interested in what you just said actually about the um the the
men and the women or the girls and the blokes not talking to each other.
What was that?

JB: Um I think it’s just a stigma with business schools because the one that I
went to in uh France and the one in Spain they’re quite, quite prestigious
and everyone’s, I don’t know, they were really weird. In France it was
worse. There was such segregation between the foreign students and the
non-foreign students, and the lads and the girls and it was all uh I didn’t
think the French business school was very good, to be honest. Sorry. Um
don’t know, it’s just the lads and the girls, the girls always really finely
turned out wearing brown. They all wore brown.

MW: Brown, yeah.

JB: In Spain, yeah? Um a sort of camel brown.

MF: Suedy sort of.

JB: Yeah. And the lads just were scruffy. And that carried on into the
nightlife as well. I don’t know why the, I suppose it’s not fair saying the
girls didn’t talk to the boys or anything but #

MODERATOR: But they didn’t.

JB: I dunno.

MODERATOR: Did um, is there anything about the gender kind of roles or gender issues
that you found different about Spain or difficult or?

HE: I had, I had, this is a really good one. Two of my friends, I mean, admit-
tedly this is a residence so these are the students whose parents are like
really, ‘Oh, we must put you in an all girls residence and everything’. So
it’s two of my friends from there. And we were taking photos on my last
night and I ran out, my film ran out. So, you know, I changed the film.
And they said ‘Huh! You can change your own films. My Dad always does
that for me.’ And that I found really, like I’ve not ever seen anywhere else
with, a lot of the other girls were fine, but especially the girls who were in
these, you know, special single-sex student residences basically, where
their parents wanted to make sure they were separated and secluded and
stuff. They were just useless. The whole lot of them. They just had no
idea. They were all really, you know, they went home and their parents
did everything for them. And well, the parents did everything for their
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brothers as well but they were expected to do the washing up and help
cook at home, whereas their brothers just weren’t expected to do any-
thing at all.

MF: Mm that’s definitely true. When I went to stay with um one of the girls
that I lived with, I just, I’m never gonna forget. Like this woman, like my
friend’s mother, um physically like cut up her husband’s meal for him.
Like, actually got a knife and fork out and cut his meat for him and put it
in front of him. And I was like, ‘I can’t believe you’ve just cut up your
husband’s food for him.’ You know, like he’s an adult, he’s not a baby, he
doesn’t need feeding. I thought she was like going to spoon-feed him. I’m
like, oh I don’t know. That was really funny. And I don’t know if that’s like
typical of Spain but they were like, I suppose, the older generation. But

JB: Sexist. Spain is very sexist, I think. Um I don’t know if you noticed but
where I was living in a residence um the girls were sort of seen but not
really heard. They didn’t do much and the lads were out playing football
and drinking beer. But the girls went home on a weekend, every weekend.
And the lads went home most weekends as well.

Again, the conditions of discursive practice are significant for the interpret-
ation of this data. Whereas in an interview the interaction is one-to-one between
interviewer and interviewee, in a focus group the interactions become more com-
plex. As well as the relationship between interviewer and interviewee, agreement,
disagreement and interpersonal dynamics between the different participants
become relevant. The research literature suggests that people often tend towards
agreement in these situations, which can lead to them making stronger state-
ments than might otherwise be the case. In his review of this literature, Sim
(1998) identifies several relevant issues. The moderator has a very significant
influence on the data that is produced. People tend to suppress dissenting views,
particularly if these are expressed by less dominant members of the group, and
therefore a false consensus can be produced in this context. And even where there
is a consensus of opinion, focus groups tend to exaggerate the strength of that
opinion through a group polarization effect (Turner, 1991).

In the extract above, this tendency for agreement can be seen through a close
examination of the discursive processes leading up to the production of the quote
above. The focus group consists of four students, one male and three females,
aged between 20 and 22, and a female moderator. The male student went to
France and Spain for his period of residence abroad, and the female students went
to Spain. In this case, the moderator is a postgraduate student, rather than a
member of the teaching staff, so the relation of power between moderator and
participants is not necessarily as clear-cut as it is in the interview above. In fact
she takes a much more non-directive approach in the interaction as a whole,
many of her turns consisting of minimal responses such as ‘Really’, ‘Mmm’,
rather than direct questions. Topic control also tends to be shared, both modera-
tor and students introducing new topics throughout. However, as seen later, the
moderator still has a significant influence on the direction of the discussion
through the judicious use of specific questions.
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In this extract, the topic of gender is introduced by a student, but it is the mod-
erator who pursues it. In the preceding section, the main topic of discussion has
been different ways of dressing. JB, the male student, makes the first reference to
gender difference, but only in relation to dress: ‘You’d find the lads were quite
scruffy in comparison to the girls. In the business school where we were, all the
girls were really finely turned out and the lads were just scruffy, wearing trainers.
And they didn’t really talk to the girls and the girls didn’t talk to the lads. And it
was +. . .’. In the next seven turns the main topic of discussion remains dress
codes. It is not the students, but the moderator who makes gender the main topic:
‘But I was interested in what you just said actually about the um the the men and
the women or the girls and the blokes not talking to each other. What was that?’

JB’s response demonstrates a clear attempt to avoid generalizing at this stage.
He first relativizes his assertion to apply only to his own experience in business
schools, showing a preference for personal experience over unsupported general-
izations: ‘Um I think it’s just a stigma with business schools’. The modality of JB’s
statement here, using ‘I think’ to relativize it further as being only his own opin-
ion, further reduces the force of the assertion, as does the minimizing ‘just’ and
the hesitation at the start of his turn. The broken syntax of the next sentence
achieves the same effect: ‘everyone’s, I don’t know, they were really weird’.
‘Weird’ is a non-specific generalization, which expresses feelings of discomfort
without making specific criticisms, and the modal ‘I don’t know’, diminishing his
commitment to the truth of the statement, is repeated throughout this section.
Where he does make a firm non-modalized assertion about gendered and cultural
relationships, ‘There was such segregation between the foreign students and the
non-foreign students, and the lads and the girls’ it is followed immediately again
by a hesitation, a break in the syntax, a change in topic and an apology: ‘and it
was all uh I didn’t think the French business school was very good, to be honest.
Sorry.’

Beyond a vague reference to ‘such segregation’, JB has not yet responded to the
moderator’s request to expand on his initial statement. As in the interview extract
earlier, he returns instead to the preceding topic, in this case dress codes: ‘Um
don’t know, it’s just the lads and the girls, the girls always really finely turned out
wearing brown.’ Again we see the hesitation and the modifier ‘don’t know’ miti-
gating the force of a generalizing statement. However, he does appear more will-
ing to make a generalizing statement about dress than one about gender roles,
and finally makes a non-modalized assertion: ‘They all wore brown’, which 
elicits agreement from the other students.

But he has still not answered the moderator’s question – why not? Four turns
later he expresses his discomfort with this question directly. The topic is still dress
codes: ‘And the lads just were scruffy. And that carried on into the nightlife as
well.’ But then he shifts topic back to gender relationships, finally addressing the
moderator’s initial request to speak further on this topic: ‘I don’t know why the, I
suppose it’s not fair saying the girls didn’t talk to the boys or anything but’. This
is an almost painfully indirect way to assert that the girls didn’t talk to the boys.
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We see again the use of ‘I don’t know’, here in theme position foregrounding his
lack of commitment to the statement, and then a reformulation which suggests
that he might have been about to say ‘I don’t know why the girls didn’t talk to the
boys’ and then self-corrected. Recall that he has already made this assertion in a
direct way, ‘They didn’t really talk to the girls and the girls didn’t talk to the lads’,
with no evidence of reluctance earlier on. However, since this earlier statement
did not contribute to the principal topic, it was not at that point particularly
salient in the discussion. The moderator’s cohesive link back to this in her ques-
tion has now foregrounded it and we see JB trying to minimize its force, explicitly
demonstrating an awareness that cultural generalizations of this type are often
seen as unacceptable: ‘I suppose it’s not fair saying the girls didn’t talk to the boys
or anything’, using only a final ‘but’ to imply that this was, nevertheless, his
experience. When the moderator attempts to make this explicit – ‘But they didn’t’
– he again resorts to ‘I dunno’, backing off even further from making a commit-
ment to the truth value of the statement.

Now, this is the student from whom the very generalizing, very stereotyping
‘Spain is very sexist’ quote will come, a few turns down the line. In this section he
has clearly demonstrated an extreme unwillingness to make generalizing asser-
tions about gender relationships, even insofar as they relate to his own experi-
ence. So what changes? Well, in line with the discussion of tendencies in focus
groups above, it would appear that although this student is unwilling to make
generalizations when speaking for himself alone, this changes when the other
students in the group have shared personal experiences that could be used as evi-
dence to justify his assertion.

The moderator has recognized his reluctance and, although remaining with
the topic of gender, she asks a much more general question about gender relation-
ships and throws the topic open to the group as a whole: ‘did um is there anything
about the gender kind of roles or gender issues that you found different about
Spain or difficult or?’ (Note that the moderator too avoids stereotyping here, using
reformulations and hesitations, ‘did um is there anything about’, modifiers:
‘gender kind of roles’, and giving two sets of options, ‘gender kind of roles or
gender issues’, ‘different about Spain or difficult or’, which mitigates the general-
izing presupposition that might have been evident in a more direct question such
as ‘is there anything about gender roles in Spain you found difficult?’.)
Confirming the preference for using personal experience as evidential claims, the
students initially interpret this question as a request for narratives about gender
relationships. HE begins with ‘I had, I had, this is a really good one’. This signals
that she is about to launch into a narrative structure which is pre-evaluated as
being a ‘really good’ example of what the moderator is asking for, a narrative
about friends of hers being unable to change camera film. Having presented this
as evidence she then moves on to a generalization about girls in this residence:
‘They were just useless. The whole lot of them. They just had no idea.’ HE here
demonstrates none of the hesitations of JB’s statement above, these are unmodal-
ized, negative evaluative, direct statements about ‘them’, but she has bounded the
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force of this statement by explicitly limiting its application to these particular
girls, rather than the culture as a whole: ‘And that I found really, like I’ve not ever
seen anywhere else with, a lot of the other girls were fine, but especially the girls
who were in these, you know, special single-sex residences basically’. Here, she
does demonstrate some of the discursive features identified in JB’s speech: broken
syntax, relativizing to her own experience with ‘I’-statements, and explicitly
restricting the application of her statement to a particular sub-set of Spanish
women. All of these features mitigate the force of these negative evaluative gen-
eralizations.

In fact, although the moderator has asked for generalizations about gender,
HE’s statements are more about family relationships, but at the end of her turn
she does extend this to talk about gender roles in the home: ‘and well, the parents
did everything for their brothers as well but they were expected to do the washing
up and help cook at home, whereas their brothers just weren’t expected to do any-
thing at all’. MF expresses strong agreement with this: ‘Mm that’s definitely true’,
and takes this as a cue to share another narrative, this time about having seen a
woman cut her husband’s food up for him. She expresses her own reaction to this
twice: ‘I’m never gonna forget’, ‘And I was like, ‘‘I can’t believe you’ve just cut up
your husband’s food for him’’; she uses repetition to underline the strangeness of
this behaviour: ‘physically like cut up her husband’s meal for him. Like, actually
got a knife and fork out and cut his meat for him’; and she is obviously fully pre-
pared to negatively evaluate this behaviour. However, again she will not extend
this evaluation to Spanish culture as a whole, restricting its application of this to
a different sub-set: ‘I don’t know if that’s like typical of Spain but they were like,
I suppose, the older generation’, and also using ‘I don’t know’ and ‘I suppose’ to
relativize the assertion.

As we have seen above, JB was initially unwilling to make generalizations about
gender, and has even explicitly expressed this reluctance. However, several turns
later the moderator has asked people directly to talk about gender issues, and two
of the other participants have expressed strongly negatively evaluative comments
relating to particular sub-sets of Spanish society. It is at this point that he makes
the statement quoted at the start of this section: ‘Sexist. Spain is very sexist, I
think’. So while on its own the ‘Spain is very sexist’ comment may look like a clear
case of national cultural stereotyping, by situating this statement in its discursive
context we can see it as the result of a process which included both encourage-
ment by the moderator and description of personal experience supporting this
claim from other members of the focus group.

Conclusions and implications

This more detailed analysis therefore supports the suggestions made based on
overall analysis of the database, earlier: that students tend to use discursive strat-
egies, particularly drawing on their own personal experience as evidence, but also
using hedges and other mitigating strategies, to try to avoid demonstrating the
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negatively evaluated behaviour of ‘stereotyping’; and that the expression of
‘pure’ generalizations or out-and-out stereotypes is best interpreted as a response
to a particular discursive context. This would suggest that the production of
stereotypes be seen as a result of discursive interaction between pairs or groups of
people, rather than as attributes of or opinions held consistently by individuals.
And the influence of the others in the interaction, particularly in this case the
interviewer or moderator, should not be underestimated. The interviewer always
has more power in the interaction, defining the interaction, structuring it, choos-
ing topics covered, managing topic changes. This is particularly true in the
Interculture Project data, which was elicited within an educational setting, with
moderators and interviewers who were identified with the university establish-
ment. Van Dijk (1992: 88) in his analysis of racist discourse suggests that 

political, media, academic, corporate and other elites play an important role in the
reproduction of racism. They are the ones who control or have access to many types
of public discourse, have the largest stake in maintaining white group dominance,
and are usually most proficient in persuasively formulating their ethnic opinions. . . .
the elites in many respects ‘preformulate’ the kind of ethnic beliefs of which, some-
times more blatant, versions may then get popular currency.

Although the generalizations we have been looking at here are not as explicitly
racist as some of those found in van Dijk’s data, the mitigations, hedging and use
of legitimation by the students suggests that they are aware of the negative
associations of culturally generalizing statements, and that the permission and
encouragement given by the others in the interaction play a significant part in
allowing these discursive generalizations to be made. This would suggest, there-
fore, that Coleman’s rather gloomy (1998) conclusions cited above need to be
qualified somewhat, given that in his questionnaire-based study, students were
placed in a situation where the selection of stereotypes was not just acceptable,
but required. A more appropriate question in terms of research on residence
abroad might therefore be not ‘Do students return from residence abroad with
stronger stereotypes?’ but rather ‘What are the discursive conditions under which
stereotypes become acceptable, and what sort of evidence justifies their
expression?’

N O T E S

1. The majority of this data can be found online as the searchable Students’ Accounts of
Residence Abroad database, http://domino.lancs.ac.uk/ML/Interculture.nsf. The cat-
egories on the search form are based on this topic-based coding.

2. Original spellings have been retained in diary extracts.
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A P P E N D I X

Distribution of text units by document type
For the purposes of the NUD*IST topic-based coding, data was split into ‘text units’. For the
interactional data (interviews and focus groups), a ‘text unit’ consisted of one speaker-
turn, while for the written data (diaries) it consisted of one paragraph of written text
(Figures A1 and A2).

TA B L E A 1. Text units in each category by document type

Based on
Type of ‘Pure’ personal Based on others’ Don’t
document generalization experience experience generalize Total

Diary 7 17 4 4 32
Focus group 35 56 3 31 125
Interview 33 98 11 69 211
Total 75 171 18 104 368

TA B L E A 2. Total gender-related text units by document type

Type of document Diary Focus group Interview Total

Total text units 2445 3896 15,905 22,246
Gender text units 32 125 211 368

TA B L E A 3. Proportional distribution of categories by document type

Type of document Diary Focus group Interview Total

% of total text units 10.99 17.51 71.50 100.00
% of ‘pure’ generalizations 9.33 46.67 44.00 100.00
% based on personal experience 9.94 32.75 57.31 100.00
% based on others’ experience 22.22 16.67 61.11 100.00
% don’t generalize 3.85 29.81 66.35 100.01
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F I G U R E A 2. Proportional distribution of categories by document type, compared with overall
proportions
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F I G U R E A 1. Proportional distribution of gender text units by document type, compared with
overall proportions

% of total text units

% of ‘pure’ generalizations

% based on personal experience

% based on others’ experience

% don’t generalize

80.00

70.00

60.00

50.00

40.00

30.00

20.00

10.00

0.00

Diary Focus group Interview

 © 2002 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 by SJO TEMP 2008 on July 8, 2008 http://das.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://das.sagepub.com

