
Implicit (or unconscious) biases are the thoughts and feelings outside of conscious awareness and control that we 
carry from a lifetime of observations and experiences with social groups. Regardless of what you might think about 
the depth and breadth of your biases, it’s likely that you have deeply held thoughts and feelings about certain 
social groups that are hidden from your conscious mind.  

According to the Kirwin Institute’s 2016 Implicit Bias Review, “Research from the neuro-, social and cognitive 
sciences show that hidden biases are distressingly pervasive, that they operate largely under the scope of human 
consciousness, and that they influence the ways in which we see and treat others, even when we are determined to 
be fair and objective.” 

NYU's Social Cognitive & Neural Sciences Lab has extensively studied how our brains react to another person 
through split-second visual perceptions. The lab Director’s (Jonathan Freeman) research found that “the speed 
with which test subjects categorized a female politician's gender could predict whether she wins or loses her 
election, and that people were more likely to consider a mixed-race person "black" if he appeared in low-status 
apparel, like a janitor's uniform.” These split-second reactions are not a sign of conscious impressions on gender or 
race. They’re unconscious impressions that are imprinted on the brain and cultivating an awareness and 
understanding of your implicit biases is an essential task for any person who’s committed to building a leadership 
mindset.  

But implicit biases are extremely complicated. Determining the areas in which you might exhibit implicit biases is 
more difficult than the determination of explicit bias given that you can’t measure what you can’t see. However, 
given the destructive effects of implicit bias, putting in the work to determine and neutralize their effects is well 
worth the effort. 

Some of our most progressive companies have recognized the potential gains in helping their workforce identify 
and remove their hidden biases. Google, Facebook and Microsoft have all launched initiatives designed to address 
implicit bias. Google’s HR team has been hosting diversity training workshops and creating other tools based on 
unconscious bias social psychology findings for years. 

Google’s interest in hidden biases was sparked in 2012, when Mr. Bock read an article in The New York Times about a study 
that showed systematic discrimination against female applicants for scientific jobs in academia. The effect was so pervasive that 
researchers theorized the discrimination must be governed by unconscious cultural biases rather than overt sexism. 

Google’s objective was to ensure that employees had “a common understanding and language to talk about 
unconscious bias, and the platform to do so.” Establishing a common understanding and general awareness is a 
great place for any organization to start in tackling implicit bias. But aspiring leaders also need access to the tools 
that will help them identify and neutralize implicit bias, or they risk compromising their ability to make sound 
decisions that are in the best interest of their team and organization. 
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http://psych.nyu.edu/freemanlab/
https://rework.withgoogle.com/guides/unbiasing-raise-awareness/steps/watch-unconscious-bias-at-work/
https://managingbias.fb.com/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/diversity/training
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/25/science/bias-persists-against-women-of-science-a-study-says.html?_r=0

