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Overview:
Implicit and Explicit Biases

Explicit bias refers to attitudes or beliefs that one endorses at a conscious level. Implicit bias, on the other hand, reflects the bias in judgment and/or behavior that results from subtle cognitive processes and often operates at a level below conscious awareness (Casey, Warren, Cheesman, & Elek, 2012). Researchers have found that our explicit and implicit bias can differ. For example, you might say that women and men are equally good at math, but your implicit bias may be that men are better at math than women. Implicit biases are thoughts that come from a combination of sources, including our learned experiences, cultural stereotypes, our emotional experience, and even ourselves. For example, researchers have found that we view things similar to ourselves as more positive (Rudman, 2004; Banaji & Heiphetz, 2010).

As you will see in the video, implicit bias can be measured by a computer test that categorizes black and white with good or bad. For example, if black and good are categorized together and you get the word joy, you will have to put it into the “black and good” category because joy matches with good. Seventy percent of Americans have a difficult time putting black and good together (Herbes-Sommers, Smith, & Thomson, 2013). They make more mistakes and are slower when they have to match words to “black and good” as opposed to “white and good.” This shows the discrepancy between our explicit bias and implicit bias. In an interview with Open Society Foundations, Rachel Godsil, director of research at the American Values Institute, describes that these findings are not meant to label people as racist. The findings are meant to highlight the importance of our unconscious biases and recognize how they impact our decisions (as cited in Roberts, 2011). For example, judges, police officers, doctors, and mental health workers all have these same implicit biases and their decisions could directly impact lives (Jost et al., 2009). Godsil acknowledges that there is much more research about identifying implicit bias than there is about countering it. Casey et al. (2012) suggest a few ways to reduce the effects of implicit bias: Consciously acknowledge group and individual differences, routinely check thought processes and decision making for possible bias, and increase exposure to stereotyped group members. We must remember that bias is not necessarily bad, but it does influence how we view and experience the world around us. Unfortunately, we cannot always avoid our bias, which is why it is so important to be reflective and attempt to identify the biases we have and fully disclose them, whether they are implicit or explicit.

There are many things aside from race that we can have implicit biases about. We have implicit biases about gender, weight, food, drink, and even emotions. For example, someone who is anxious might be more likely to pay attention to words that are associated with threat. Marketing companies rely on our quick judgments and biases to sell their products. Using an attractive spokesperson for a product hones in on cognitive biases, which you will learn about more in the next learning block.

How might implicit bias or explicit bias play a role in your own life? Do you have any explicit biases? Think about stereotypes that you might believe in. Although it will be hard to think about implicit biases because they are out of your awareness, do you think you might fall into the majority of the population who has implicit bias towards groups?
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SHARETWEETMORE
Implicit Bias and Social Justice
I conducted this interview with Rachel Godsil, director of research at the American Values Institute, about how implicit bias not only affects individuals but society as a whole. The American Values Institute, an Open Society Foundations grantee, is a consortium of researchers from universities across the country and social justice advocates from a wide range of groups and perspectives.
What is implicit bias?
Implicit bias occurs when someone consciously rejects stereotypes and supports anti-discrimination efforts but also holds negative associations in his/her mind unconsciously. Scientists have learned that we only have conscious access to 5 percent of our brains—much of the work our brain does occurs on the unconscious level. Thus, implicit bias does not mean that people are hiding their racial prejudices. They literally do not know they have them. More than 85 percent of all Americans consider themselves to be unprejudiced. Yet researchers have concluded that the majority of people in the United States hold some degree of implicit racial bias.
How does implicit bias manifest itself in our daily lives?
The areas researchers have studied show that implicit bias can affect people’s decisions and their behavior toward people of other races. For example, a doctor with implicit racial bias will be less likely to recommend black patients to specialists or may recommend surgery rather than a less invasive treatment. Managers will be less likely to invite a black candidate in for a job interview or to provide a positive performance evaluation. Judges have been found to grant dark-skinned defendants sentences up to 8 months longer for identical offenses.
Implicit bias also affects how people act with people of another race. In spite of their conscious feelings, white people with high levels of implicit racial bias show less warmth and welcoming behavior toward black people. They will sit further away, and their facial expressions will be cold and withdrawn.
These same implicitly biased white people are also are more apt to view black people as angry or threatening and to predict that a black partner would perform poorly on a joint academic task. White people with stronger implicit bias against black people actually do perform poorly on a difficult task after interacting with a black person—suggesting that, without knowing it, they were challenged mentally by the effort of appearing non-biased.
Do these research findings differ from previous studies about racial bias? What were some of your most surprising findings?
Much of this research is surprising to those working for racial justice. To begin with the positive: White people appear to want to be fair and non-discriminatory when they are aware that they may be influenced by race. The study involving doctors showed this clearly; when the doctors were told that race had been shown to influence treatment decisions, all signs of racially different treatment disappeared. Jurors, too, wanted to be fair. In a jury study, four sets of jurors were asked to recommend conviction and sentencing for an assault charge:
· In the first scenario, a black man hits his white girlfriend in a bar.
· In the second, a white man hits his black girlfriend in a bar.
· In the third, the black man says, “How dare you laugh at a black man in public,” before he hits his girlfriend.
· And in the fourth, the white man says: “How dare you laugh at a white man in public.”
White jurors recommended higher sentences for the black man than the white man in the first scenario, but not the fourth. In the fourth, race was an explicit issue, and the White jurors clearly wanted to be fair. In the first, it was more subtle, so their implicit biases affected their decision-making.
Our challenges: the levels of implicit bias are very high, and the research is far more developed in measuring bias than effectively changing it. We know that people are less implicitly biased if they are exposed to “counter-stereotypical” individuals, but most white people lead very segregated lives.
How does implicit bias tie into Claude Steele’s idea of stereotype threat?
Stereotype threat refers to a person’s anxiety or fear that their performance on a difficult task will confirm a negative stereotype about their group. Claude Steele was able to illustrate this phenomena beginning in 1995 by having white and black undergraduates take a difficult verbal test. One group was told that this test was a measure of their verbal ability, while the other was told that the goal of the study was to learn how people experienced test-taking and that their score was not relevant. The students in both groups took the same difficult test, but there was a wide racial disparity in the performance of white and black students when they thought the test was “diagnostic” of their intelligence.
The students’ scores were almost identical when they thought their score was not being measured. Hundreds of other studies have been done to confirm this finding, and it applies to all sorts of groups depending on the context. Implicit bias and stereotype threat are linked because both are a result of the strength of negative stereotypes about race and gender within our culture. And both occur without the individual knowing about them.
How can those working in the field of social justice use these research findings to structure their messaging?
The most important lesson is that if our messages accuse people of being racist, they will do more harm than good to our work. Because the vast majority of people consider racism to be immoral they will be highly resistant to any message that suggests that they or people like them are racist or biased. Some white people will experience guilt when confronted with a message suggesting that they are racist, but this group is a small minority who are likely to be our allies already. We need to appeal to people’s best selves, to encourage them to act on their conscious egalitarian values, and to create a broader coalition for social justice work.
Learn More:
United States, Rights & Justice, U.S. Programs, Black Male Achievement

