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DIVERSITY & INCLUSION
Understanding implicit bias and its detriment to organizations
Organizations are starting to realize that bias and stereotypes, especially those that are not at a conscious level, are severely limiting organizational performance and growth. This article is the first in a three-part series on implicit bias.
Michael Bret HoodSeptember 9, 2020
· 

Can you recall a time when you first met someone at work? What was your first impression, and how was it formed? Would it matter if the person before you was taller or shorter than average? Could the manner in which the person was dressed impact your assessment of their competence? If the person before you was obese, would you assess their motivation in a different manner? In these instances, unconscious, implicit associations likely played a role in your subsequent behavior and decision-making regarding the person you just met.
No matter how hard you try, you will never be able to stop the process described above. It is our nature to judge, assess and categorize the people we meet. The good news for all of us is that we can frequently continue our conversations with one another and gather more information to make a more informed decision, which can overcome our initial stereotypical associations.
Organizations around the world are realizing that these natural mental stereotypes are having a negative effect. Yet, they continue to struggle with diversity and inclusion efforts. One of the biggest impediments to accomplishing the goals of D&I is implicit bias — also referred to as unconscious bias — the attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions and decisions in an unconscious manner.
The current state
Research has proven that unconscious affinity bias, which is defined as a tendency to favor others who are just like you, negatively impacts both profit and organizational culture. As Laura Berger wrote in a 2018 Forbes article, “According to McKinsey’s Delivering Through Diversity Report, gender, ethnic and cultural diversity, particularly within executive teams, continue to be correlated to financial performance across multiple countries worldwide.” Yet despite these findings, many organizations continue to lag behind in their efforts to expand their organizational diversity.
For example, only 7.4 percent of the top Fortune 500 companies have a female chief executive officer. This is also the highest percentage ever recorded. Contrast this with the fact that women, for the first time in almost a decade, now outnumber men in the workforce. While the number of women CEOs in Fortune 500 companies is shockingly low in comparison to the percentage of women in the workplace, the percentage of Black CEOs is even lower. Currently, there are only four male Black Fortune 500 CEOs and no Black females who serve as CEOs for Fortune 500 companies. Black people make up 10 percent of the annual population of college graduates, but despite this fact, only 3.2 percent of senior-level managers and executives are Black.
While organizational leaders and boards of directors likely have good intentions with regard to promoting and advancing women, Blacks and other minorities, implicit bias interferes with decision-making and leading because of an unconscious affinity bias. This favoritism with in-group members occurs even when the outcomes discriminate against out-group members.
The effects of bias have a clear negative impact on organizations in the form of employee retention as well as profit loss. According to True Office Learning, “Employees at large companies who perceive bias are nearly three times as likely (20 percent vs. 7 percent) to be disengaged at work. Gallup estimates that active disengagement costs U.S. companies $450 billion to $550 billion per year.” When employees perceive bias, they are more than three times as likely to plan on leaving the organization within a year. If people do not perceive that they have a fair chance to advance in the organizational hierarchy, they tend to seek other employment. This is especially true with younger generations.
A close look at bias
Bias is pervasive and, as a human being, it is not something you can avoid. Explicit bias, however, is different from implicit bias. With explicit bias, you are consciously aware of the bias you hold. For CLOs, explicit biases might be more manageable in that your colleagues will openly recognize the existence of their bias, but it can also be detrimental to organizational culture as it may be more difficult for people to confront or set aside the specific bias when having to collaborate with out-group members.
Since implicit bias operates on an unconscious level, it is harder to recognize and identify. It is not uncommon for people to make explicit and open declarations about their beliefs and attitudes, but unknowingly engage in behavior in direct contradiction with their stated beliefs and attitudes. While this behavior is not intentional, most organizations have inadvertently instilled systemic processes regarding promotion, hiring, etc., which sustains the effects of implicit bias.
Two thinking systems
If learning leaders understand how implicit bias operates in the brain, they will be better prepared to address it proactively. Acknowledging the potential for implicit bias to not only exist, but also interfere in decision-making, they can prepare and educate colleagues on how implicit biases can unknowingly impact organizational culture and perception. Daniel Kahnemann, author of “Thinking Fast and Slow,” characterized the human brain by classifying it into two separate thinking systems, which he referred to as System 1 and System 2.
System 1 represents the automatic thinking processes of your brain. Imagine driving down a country road when you turn a corner and see a deer in the middle of the road. What do you do instantly and without conscious thought? Chances are, you would react by applying the brakes or swerving to avoid the collision. This is System 1 thinking in action as your response was a quick reaction to the stimulus that arose.
System 2 is the opposite of System 1, in that System 2 requires rational thought processes such as analysis and contemplation before making a decision. System 2 is similar to purchasing a car in that you consider such things as features, safety, price and gas mileage, and then you enter into a negotiation on price.
On any given day, do you spend more time in System 1, your reactionary brain, or in System 2, the “think before you act” brain? You may be surprised to know that almost 95 percent of your daily decisions are made using System 1. Your brain is simply not capable of consciously processing all of the stimuli that surround you, so System 1 acts as a sort of filter to quickly process the items that do not need conscious thought. The danger in this is that sometimes System 1 processes things so quickly that you fail to recognize how System 2 has simply gone along with the gut instincts of System 1. In a situation that might require conscious thought, you may not take the necessary time to consciously evaluate what needs to be done because of System 1’s automatic processes. Not surprisingly, implicit bias operates within the realm of System 1.
A schema is a mental structure that allows you to organize your knowledge and provide mental shortcuts that help you simplify the world around you. Some of the mental shortcuts implanted in your brain are stereotypes derived from your lifetime of experiences. Mahzarin Banaji, a Yale University psychology professor, claims, “We all use categories — of people, places, things — to make sense of the world around us. Our ability to categorize and evaluate is an important part of human intelligence. Without it, we couldn’t survive.”
As soon as you are born, your brain starts collecting and storing information that helps you decipher the world around you. One of the earliest influences was your parents and the lessons you were taught when you were young. These early building blocks started to set the foundational stereotypes that System 1 relies upon in your decision-making processes. If your parents had strong beliefs toward items such as religion, race, gender and culture, chances are that some of those beliefs were transferred to you, setting up expectations of how the world around you was supposed to operate. The schemas have developed over time and been further influenced by friends, where you live, media and other life experiences.
If you have worked for an organization, your System 1 is likely to have developed schemas and stereotypes related to the workplace. For example, how many of your employees would cringe if you told them they had to attend an implicit bias training course? There are numerous expectations and stereotypes of people and processes in any workplace.
Bias and learning
Part of a CLO’s purpose is to help organizational members grow across a spectrum of knowledge, skills and abilities by providing employees value in the form of robust learning opportunities. According to a Robert Half study, a strong learning culture increased retention by between 30 and 50 percent in organizations. Despite this statistic, your organization may have built-in systemic biases that affect how we perceive the people within the organization, which can eliminate growth and advancement opportunities for some people in the organization.
Because of the way you categorize people, you and others in your organization may not prioritize or offer learning opportunities to deserving people because of unconscious bias. In a study of teachers, boys were more likely to be recommended for math/science-oriented secondary schools whereas girls were more commonly referred to language-driven schools. These systemic stereotypical views can damage organizational culture by discouraging people in the organization from attempting to expand their knowledge and skill sets. Forbes contributor Janet Gassam Asare writes, “If systems and structures are in place that allow hiring, promotion, and pay based on subjective criteria, this further maintains structural bias.”
Organizations are starting to realize that bias and stereotypes, especially those that are not at a conscious level, are severely limiting organizational performance and growth. CLOs and learning and development teams are going to be relied upon to address collaborative deficiencies as organizations eventually reach their diversity goals. When you understand how implicit bias works, you will be better prepared to integrate new teams and promote a culture of acceptance and inclusion despite our differences in appearances, backgrounds and cultures.
ALSO READ: Part 2: “Implicit bias affects us all.”
Michael Bret Hood is a corporate trainer and consultant, a University of Virginia adjunct professor and a retired FBI special agent. To comment, email editor@clomedia.com.
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Implicit bias affects us all
In part two of this series, explore how different types of implicit bias affect our decision-making process and how it can impact hiring decisions and your organizational culture.
Michael Bret HoodSeptember 28, 2020

As a chief learning officer, you likely have experience with leadership development programs. Based on your experience, what are some of the best traits of successful leaders? Once you have crafted your list of leadership characteristics, take a moment to consider how many of these traits would be characterized as masculine. Would this subtle, unconscious bias affect your objectivity when selecting candidates for your organization’s leadership development program?
Columbia business professor Frank Flynn and New York University professor Cameron Anderson conducted an experiment in which they provided a group of business students with copies of an identical resume (from a real successful businesswoman) and labeled some of the resume copies with the name Heidi and others with the name Howard. Although the resumes were identical, the business students rated Howard as competent, likeable and a good colleague. Meanwhile, Heidi was rated as competent, but also as aggressive, selfish and not a team player. The students went further to identify Heidi as someone they would not want to work with.
Implicit biases lead us to harbor expectations of people that include, but are not limited to, what organizational roles they would be best suited for and, maybe more important, how they would fit into these roles: “Without realizing it, you might be assuming that male co-workers are more objective, strong-willed, decisive, practical and assertive than women,” according to the 2018 article “Women in leadership roles: Fighting implicit bias” published by the Association of California School Administrators. “Too often, when women display these same characteristics, they are viewed as angry or bossy by their female colleagues.”
Bias and assessment in the workplace
This type of flawed individual assessment is rooted in implicit biases. The effects are seen throughout organizations, especially when it relates to employee evaluations. In a 2015 Harvard Business Review article titled “Reinventing Performance Management,” authors Marcus Buckingham and Ashley Goodall point to research conducted by Michael Mount, Steven Scullen and Maynard Goff and published in the Journal of Applied Psychology in 2000 as one of the most comprehensive on how we rate people: “Their study — in which 4,492 managers were rated by certain performance dimensions by two bosses, two peers, and two subordinates — revealed that 62 percent of the variance in ratings could be accounted for by individual raters’ peculiarities of perception.”
Almost every organization deploys some system of employee evaluations. However, since we do not perceive people, work product, productivity and interpersonal skills all in the exact same manner, evaluations are frequently a reflection on how we individually see the world instead of how the employee has performed. Your System 1 thinking can inadvertently lead you to unconscious, predetermined conclusions, which are cultivated and supported in a prophetic self-feeding loop fed by one of the most nefarious biases of all.
ALSO READ: Part 1: “Understanding implicit bias and its detriment to organizations.”
Confirmation bias — your tendency to search, interpret and seek out information that confirms your existing mental schemas, beliefs, attitudes and expectations — leads you to categorize people in ways that often are not intended. These unconscious mechanizations unknowingly reinforce the stereotypes we expect to see, further cementing the implicit bias that exists. For example, who pops into your brain when you hear the following words:
· Nurse
· Construction worker
· Librarian
· Truck driver
When you read the words “nurse” and “librarian,” did an image of a woman automatically enter your brain? Likewise, did an image of a man enter your head when you read the words “construction worker” and “truck driver”? Despite the fact that we know there are male nurses and librarians and female construction workers and truck drivers, these gender stereotypes have been reinforced over decades.
When people in your organization don’t fit neatly into your categories, it causes cognitive dissonance — a state in which existing beliefs are inconsistent with the evidence available. In seeking to remove the dissonance, the brain often finds evidence that matches current beliefs. A 1981 study conducted by scholars William F. Brewer and James C. Treyens demonstrates how we “notice and remember things that fit into our schemas but overlook and forget things that don’t,” according to a 2019 ThoughtCo.com article. Even if the evidence points to a different conclusion, you will be reluctant to accept that conclusion if the evidence goes against one of your established norms. “It can even cause people to overlook facts that contradict their pre-established ideas because they are still unconsciously seeking to confirm ideas they believe they already know,” according to a 2015 Next City article.
Not only does this kind of decision-making impact innovation — as like-minded people do not have the same creativity as those with different perspectives — but it unconsciously reinforces stereotypes, which leads to consequences in the workplace. “Unconscious bias leads us to form teams based on what we know, what we are most familiar with, and what we believe would give us the outcome we desire,” writes Forbes contributor Michael Brainard.
When System 1 takes over, your choices on who gets the opportunity is substantially impacted by the mental schemas and implicit associations that have been formed over a lifetime.
Implicit bias can be broken down into two categories: descriptive and prescriptive bias. “Descriptive bias is the labels we attach and associate with certain social groups and communities, and prescriptive bias is how they are expected to behave,” writes Forbes contributor Pragya Agarwal. “When someone does not conform to these prescribed roles and behaviors they can be penalized or punished.”
The role of the leader
An executive manager at a government organization had a realization during an implicit bias training session. As he reflected on his past actions and behaviors, he realized that though he was mentally committed to diversity, he had unconsciously expressed favoritism toward those he liked and enjoyed being around. Yet when critically reflecting, he realized that what he perceived was a “self-fulfilling prophecy” in which his favorite employees excelled and prospered while the rest were ignored and not perceived to be as valuable.
CLOs seek to cultivate a level playing field where everyone — no matter their race, age, gender or identity — has an opportunity to develop. But unwittingly, you could be creating more opportunities for those who you perceive as similar to you or for candidates who meet your perceived expectations of management.
Organizational cultures place an important role on the leadership of the executives. In many cases, these individuals set the tone for the entire organization. It is not unusual for CLOs to consciously and unconsciously accept the cues set by these leaders. Compliance with authority is something we all were taught from an early age. “For a significant part of an individual’s life, they are expected to accept and respect the authority of others within different hierarchical systems, originating within the family but also found in institutionalized organizations of authority such as schools and workplaces,” writes an unknown author in a University of Cambridge article, “Why Do People Obey Authority?” “With the internalization of obedience to authority also comes the notion of a system of rewards and punishments for obedience and deviance respectively.”
From the very first day of working for your organization, you started learning about what behaviors were and were not accepted. This, in turn, reinforced or established the mental schemas you needed to continue employment and, in some cases, thrive in your organization.
The more these schemas become entrenched in your automatic thinking processes, the more they affect your behavior. “Unconscious bias also undermines recruiting efforts and employee development, which can be destabilizing to an organization,” Forbes contributor Laura Berger writes. “Exacerbating these detriments are the fact that the majority of mid- to high-level placements in an organization are sourced through referral.” Yet high-level promotion and placement aren’t the only place where implicit bias appears. It also has adverse effects on the hiring process.
Race and gender bias are significant byproducts of implicit bias in that organizations are continually trying to match the applicant with the right “culture fit.” This is evident in hiring. In an American Sociological Review study conducted by Lauren Rivera and Andras Tilcsik, a group of attorneys was asked to assess potential candidates for entry-level positions at their firm. Like the experiment conducted with the group of business students, these resumes were identical except for the names — both male and female — as well as listed hobbies, which subtly hinted as to the applicants’ socioeconomic status. The attorney’s recommendations revealed the existence of implicit biases: “Resumes of males with hobbies associated with higher-class backgrounds — such as sailing or classical music — received significantly more callbacks than the resumes of the higher-class females. They also received more callbacks than lower-class males and females with hobbies such as soccer and country music.”
When the raters were asked to assess the candidates by cultural fit, the results were similar, with one striking difference: “Once again, these attorneys preferred to interview the higher-class male applicants. The attorneys indicated that they did not think that the lower-class applicants would be good fits for their firms’ cultures. They also believed that the higher-class women would be more likely to have work-family conflicts that would impair their effectiveness at work.” This study demonstrates how individuals draw implicit associations from descriptive details such as hobbies, names, age and gender.
Research has also shown that names can affect who gets called back for a job interview. A study conducted by the National Bureau of Economic Research, in which they sent out identical resumes labeled with different names, revealed the presence of implicit bias. “Job applicants with white names needed to send out about 10 resumes to get one callback; those with African-American names needed to send around 15 resumes to get one callback.”
Whether you realize it or not, you seek out familiarity. When something is different from your norms, or even if a name is hard to pronounce, you are more likely to dismiss the person than someone who, as you perceive it, has a more traditional or easier to pronounce name.
An irritating manner in which implicit bias manifests itself in the workplace is referred to as microaggressions — those subtle digs directed at people which make them feel marginalized. While the individuals who cause microaggressions may not necessarily intend to hurt or marginalize subsets of a population, the cumulative effect of being bombarded by even well-intentioned comments can have a negative effect on individual attitudes and self-confidence. Examples of microaggressions include complimenting someone on their English language-speaking ability because they appear to be from another country, or referring to someone’s name as unique and different. Research has revealed that Black Americans suffer greatly from microaggressions. “Often, [microaggressions] are never meant to hurt — acts done with little conscious awareness of their meaning and effects. Instead, their slow accumulation during a childhood and over a lifetime is in part what defines a marginalized experience, making explanation and communication with someone who does not share this identity particularly difficult,” according to The Microaggressions Project.
Throughout your lifetime, you have built a mental catalogue of implicit associations that have helped you survive. Yet these mental schemas have also arisen in areas that can cause you to unfairly and inaccurately assess others. As a learning leader, how you manage implicit biases in you as well as your organization may be the difference in employees’ perception of organizational culture. Those learning leaders who are able to mitigate the negative effects of implicit bias stand to improve the productivity and efficiency of the organization while also retaining employees and enhancing the work environment.
Michael Bret Hood is a corporate trainer and consultant, a University of Virginia adjunct professor and a retired FBI special agent. To comment, email editor@clomedia.com.
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