
The Implicit Bias Basics
The Implicit Bias Basics is a companion piece to lesson 1 of the Implicit Bias in Early Education course 

on Cox Campus. This resource provides a detailed analysis of implicit bias, and it follows the structure of 
lesson 1 from beginning to end.

Implicit Bias Defined

Implicit bias is an unrecognized and unconscious prejudice in favor of or against a person, thing, or group. It 
is also an automatic thought process that can affect a person’s judgment, behavior, and decision-making.

Breaking Down the Term

• Implicit - something that is suggested but not plainly expressed. In the context of bias, the term
“implicit” refers to specific thoughts and ideas that are unrecognized, unconscious, and sometimes
completely unknown.

	
	

• Bias - a prejudice in favor of or against a person, thing, or group.
• Implicit Bias - an unrecognized and unconscious prejudice in favor of or against a person, thing, or

group.	

Implicit vs. Explicit

• Not all bias is implicit. There are also biases that are explicit, meaning they are recognized and known  
 to us. Negative examples of explicit biases could include racism, sexism, and other hateful attitudes  
 which are quite different from implicit biases.
• Explicit Biases - are known and accept beliefs. They exist within our consciousness, and they are

 deliberately formed and maintained.
• Implicit Biases - are on the unconscious level of our perceptions. They form involuntarily as a result  
 of our life experiences and the influences of our surroundings, and they often manifest as automatic,  
 gut reactions.

Thinking in Categories

• Implicit bias is the result of the human brain operating categorically. As we go about our lives, our  
 senses take in the world around us and send those perceptions to the brain. The brain then filters this  
 information into collections, or categories, of things that have enough in common with one another  
 that they’re regarded as being similar.
• Thinking categorically is how we operate as human beings. It is entirely automatic.
• We also categorize people. In fact, when we meet a new person, we can categorize them within a   
 fraction of second. With one glance, we can identify approximations of their height, weight, gender,  
 race, and age. And depending on other factors such the clothes they’re wearing, we may be able to  
 identify more specific characteristics such as occupation, social class, ethnicity, or religion.
• The human brain is so adept at categorizing and finding patterns we don’t even notice that it’s   
 happening.
• Thinking in categories helps us to make sense of the world around us without having to stop and   
 ponder our perceptions. However, this automatic processing can sometimes promote inconsistencies  
 and errors in judgement.
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Stereotypes

• Because categorical thinking is so fast and automatic, we don’t really get a say in whether or not the  
 process is entirely fair or accurate. This becomes problematic when the process gets into more   
 specific categories, and we begin associating things, or people, with rigid ideas or characteristics.
• Stereotype - a common idea used to portray all members of a group as having the same attributes.
• Stereotypes are typically based on race, ethnicity, gender, age, cultural background, abilities or   
 disabilities, language, and physical attributes – such as weight and height.
• Common examples: Asian people are good at math, old people are bad drivers, overweight people  
 are lazy.
• The best way to fight against stereotypes is to gain awareness of them and to understand how they

 work. With awareness, you gain the power to question their authenticity and to resist their   
 influence.

• Remember, everyone deserves to be treated with fairness and as an individual. Especially the children  
 we teach.

In-Group Bias

• We also categorize ourselves, not just others. This is something we do as a social function in order to  
 know where we fit into society. 
• We’re wired to make connections with other people we consider to be similar to ourselves. As we   
 do so, we form social groups, which are sets of people who share a common identity. However, this  
 can lead to the formation of implicit biases.
• In-group bias - an implicit preference for those who are similar to us.
• The automatic mental associations we make about other people are often influenced by which   
 social groups they belong to. We tend to favor those in our own group and we feel less positive   
 about those who aren’t.
• When interacting with someone from a different social group, a person may exhibit awkward   
 behaviors, or tells, that signify the influence of a bias. A lack of eye contact, tense facial muscles,   
 increased blinking, an attempt to maintain a safe physical distance, speaking in an anxious    
 sounding voice, and an overall strained communication are all potential indicators of bias.

Triggers of Implicit Bias

• We carry our implicit biases with us at all times, but we’re not always acting on them. Instead, implicit
biases typically need some sort of activation signal, or a trigger, to bring them to the forefront of our
thoughts and behavior.

	
	

• Common triggers of implicit bias include Fear, Ambiguity, Stress, and Time. Together, they make up
 the acronym FAST. Which should be pretty easy to remember. Just think FAST!

• Feeling pressured, rushed, or having your attention pulled in different directions can very quickly
 result in a situation in which an implicit bias rears its head and takes control. Feeling uncertain about
 situations and day-to-day challenges can have the same effect.

• Being stressed, overworked, or exhausted can take a heavy toll on our emotional state, leaving us
 drained and susceptible to the influence of an implicit bias.

• Research has shown that fear is also a common trigger of implicit bias. For example, if a person with
 an implicit racial bias has associated a specific race as being dangerous, they will probably respond to
 those people in a cautious and uncertain manner.
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Where Do They Come From?

The answer is. . .everywhere. Biases are formed through life experiences – the things we do, the
interactions we have, even the movies and TV shows we watch. Virtually any experience we have,
positive or negative, has the potential to form a bias.

Microaggressions

• Microaggression - an action or comment that negatively targets marginalized individuals of a certain  
 race, gender, culture, or other identifying characteristic. 
• Think of microaggressions as the language through which implicit biases are expressed. 
• Even if someone claims to have a fair and equitable attitude, they may still perform these subtle   
 insults when interacting with a person whom they have an implicit bias against.
• Microaggressions can can come in different forms. They can be verbal, behavioral, or environmental.
• Verbal microaggressions are comments or questions spoken to an individual that are disrespectful,

disparaging, or hurtful.	
• Behavioral microaggressions occur through a person’s actions or inactions.

	à Actions:
	» unfair punishments for certain children
	» disrespectful gestures or facial expressions
	» preferential treatment for in-group children

	à Inactions:
	» ignoring children of certain social groups or identities
	» not providing the same level of attention or care for all children
	» refusing to question or challenge the biased behaviors of others

• Environmental microaggressions occur when the environment itself is designed in a way that
 subtlety favors or disfavors certain groups.

• Regardless of the offender’s intent, microaggressions hurt - and they can be traumatizing to the
 person being targeted. For some children, these are a daily occurrence that serve to shape their
 childhoods into stigmatized and excruciating experiences.
• Repeated exposure to microaggressions, no matter how subtle they are, can damage a child’s

 emotional well-being, confuse their sense of identity, and limit their academic success.
• The traumatic nature of accumulated microaggressions can lead to depression, anxiety, anger   
 issues, lack of trust, and physical and emotional fatigue.




