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Introduction
Though we are not aware of it, our unconscious mind processes up to eleven million
pieces of information every second.
Our conscious mind only processes between 16-50 bits of this information. As our brain
processes and filters out large amounts of information, our brain takes shortcuts to help
process everything.
A downside of our brain taking these shortcuts is that sometimes we might act in ways
that don’t represent who we are. This is all done subconsciously and can be classified as
unconscious bias.
Unconscious bias, otherwise known as implicit bias, is defined as attitudes or stereotypes
that influence our understanding and actions, without us even being aware of it (Staats,
2014). It is triggered by our brain using shortcuts or making quick judgements of people
and situations.
It is directly influenced by our social location which Socl120 (2012) defines as the social
position someone holds within their society which hinges on characteristics deemed
important within that society. Characteristics such as gender, social class, ethnicity, and
race, which when they come together can directly influence your lived experiences and
cultural perspective (Socl120, 2012).
Unconscious biases are essentially the attitudes and beliefs that we subconsciously pick
up as we develop during our childhood and carry with us into adulthood.

Unconscious Biases Origins
Our unconscious bias originally begins in our childhood.
This is because as our minds are developing, our brain creates associations between two
concepts so that we can make connections between the two.
This process of establishing connections between two concepts is called associative
learning. During our early childhood experiences, we begin to internalize associations that
we inadvertently receive from family, culture and media, that later becomes ingrained into
our minds.
Generally, when we lack or have inaccurate information, our brain relies on our associative
memory to fill in the blanks. What occurs is that our brain automatically starts to associate
characteristics we learn, such as criminality and beauty, with other aspects of an individual’s
identity like gender or race.
For example, historically the Prime Minister’s Office has been filled with white men, so that
might be the first image that comes into our mind when we think of the title of prime minister.
Unconscious bias can cause our decisions to create real-world barriers on equity and
opportunity, such as in housing or our justice system.

Characteristics of Unconscious Bias
Unconscious biases are something that everyone possess, even those who are supposed to
be impartial, such as judges. As unconscious bias arises from our subconscious, they don’t
align with an individual’s belief system or reflect stances that individual endorses.
This is because we learn these biases unconsciously as our brain processes the majority of
its information subconsciously. It is important to mention that unconscious bias is separate
from explicit bias as explicit bias is deliberate, intentional bias (Staats, 2014).
Our unconscious biases also tend to favor members of the same ethnic group as ourselves.
However, this doesn’t mean people can’t hold negative unconscious biases about their own
ethnic group.
Unconscious biases can have an impact on our real-world behavior and cause us to treat
marginalized individuals in an unfair way. For example, a teacher’s unconscious biases can
impact the teacher’s disciplinary actions on Black students due to “perceptions of behaviors
that may be distorted based on cultural misunderstandings” (Staats, Capatosto, Tenney, &
Mamo, 2017, p.28).
With all of this being said, unconscious biases are malleable and can be unlearned and
replaced with positive mental associations.

Debiasing
The research conducted on unconscious bias shows that by being exposed to unconscious
bias and the impacts it produces can create subtle changes in an individual’s perception
and behavior.
Intergroup contact can help reduce unconscious bias as limited exposure to other diverse
groups can increase our reliance on stereotypes while reducing empathy and positive
emotions about others.
Exposure to counter-stereotypic individuals can also lower unconscious bias because
people are exposed to others who possess characteristics that contrast against
preconceived stereotypes, such as working with male nurses.
Unconscious biases can be lessened over time due to intention, attention and time. Biases
and stereotypes reinforce the neural connections established in our brain between
associations as more information that seemingly confirms our biases are learned.
By being attentive to your thought process and a willingness to have experiences that
invalidate our biases, we can make these neural connections weaker and replace negative
associations with positive ones.

Conclusion
As we know, unconscious biases can directly influence our understanding and
actions through conveying certain attitudes and stereotypes.
These attitudes and stereotypes can be established early in our childhood, as we
begin to learn and internalize connections between two separate concepts. One
example of this could be how people of African descent have been historically
associated with criminality by the media.
It is important to understand that our biases don’t align with our belief system nor do
they reflect stances that individuals endorse. They are learned behaviors that are the
result of our brain constantly processing the majority of its information
subconsciously.
The good news is that what we’ve learned can be unlearned. With the intention to
change your thoughts, the attention required to self-monitor your thoughts and
biases, as well with time, you can work towards debiasing the biased.
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