Stereotypes and Prejudices
The concept of stereotypes is one of the mostly used notions in social psychology and sociology. Several definitions have been advanced starting from the moment Walter Lippmann “borrowed” the concept from journalism (1922) and introduced it in the field of social sciences. One common definition would be that stereotypes represent “mental images / representations about a social group and its members”, a set of characteristics that are attached to that group.

The classical approach in social psychology has seen the stereotypes as deformed images of the social reality, as “errors” in perceiving the other. The stereotypes have been thus considered as negative and abnormal. In this sense, one question should then be answered: can one escape stereotyping?

The cognitive approach tried to prove the inevitable – thus normal – character of the stereotypes. Because of the complexity of our social environment, when perceiving it, we are obliged to make selections. A fundamental mechanism in this sense is represented by the process of categorization, as spontaneous phenomenon which allows the organization of information under a label. By categorization we gather different experiences into groups/categories according to some common characteristics. This is the way in which simplified images of the experiences are born. Categorization is a functional and adaptive mechanism which provides us with the capability to process a great deal of information in an efficient way. These simplified pictures we call stereotypes. By being simplified, they are more or less wrong but they help us to have a clear, stable and predictable picture of the world and make our coping with reality easier. 

We can thus conclude that stereotypes are inevitable and come from the normal cognitive functioning of each person, in relation with the process of categorization. One of their functions is of saving cognitive energy, meaning to make sense of the perceptions we have by using a minimum of cognitive resources.
Another important aspect of stereotypes is that they serve not only to organise and to select “bulky information” but also to give meaning and coherence in case of lack of information. When we don’t have enough information in order to get a precise image of the subject, we will make use of the stereotypes for completing the missing information.

But stereotypes are not only connected to our individual cognitive processes: their content is shared widely at society level. Everybody knows the stereotypes of the most common groups in the society. 
If stereotypes are images, prejudices are judgements, opinions we have about the other. They can be negative or positive, but, most of the time the prejudice is used in evaluating negatively a certain social group. 

Both stereotypes and prejudices are transmitted in the process of socialisation, from very early period in our life (through family, friends, schooling, media etc). We often adopt them at unconscious level and they often act unconsciously. 

The reflection on stereotypes and prejudices should take into account their inescapability and the need for awareness related to the way they appear, function and perpetuate in the society. 
Acting on our negative prejudices leads to discriminatory actions.
