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Into the Blindspot

PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH ON ATTITUDES TOWARD RACE IS A RELatively recent scientific endeavor, dating back
less than a century. The pioneers, psychologists and sociologists of the 1920s and 1930s,
undertook the first studies of Americans’ attitudes toward ethnic and racial groups. Their
methods were the only ones then available—they asked questions. This self-report method
treats people as the best authorities on their own racial attitudes. The problems with
question-asking methods that were described in the last chapter notwithstanding, self-
reporting was very useful in the earliest studies of prejudice. This was in part because,
unlike present-day Americans, early twentieth-century Americans apparently had no
qualms about openly expressing their racial and ethnic attitudes.

The story of how early twentieth-century researchers discovered compelling evidence of
prejudices toward dozens of different groups is told in Appendix 1 (“Are Americans
Racist?”). That appendix further describes how research methods became increasingly
sophisticated during the twentieth century, evolving toward methods that no longer relied
on asking questions.

This chapter focuses on the method created by Tony in 1994—a method that gives the
clearest window now available into a region of the mind that is inaccessible to question-
asking methods.

A NEW KIND OF TEST

TO GIVE YOU A FEELING for how the new method works, we ask you to try a hands-on
demonstration—quite literally hands-on because you will need to have a deck of playing
cards in hand. If at all possible, please find two things—a standard deck of fifty-two
playing cards and a watch or clock that displays time in seconds.

Once you have the cards and the timer, first shuffle the deck a few times and hold the
cards faceup. You will be timing yourself as you perform two slightly different sorting tasks.

First you will sort the cards into two piles, with hearts and diamonds to the left, spades
and clubs to the right. The second task is to sort them by putting diamonds and spades to
the left, clubs and hearts to the right. Before you begin, think about these two sorting tasks



and ask yourself which will be easier.
Whether or not you think that one of the tasks will be easier than the other, if you’ve got

the cards and the timer, you’re ready to start. As fast as you can, do the first task by sorting
the cards into two piles, hearts and diamonds to your left and spades and clubs to your
right. Make a note of the number of seconds you took to do that. Next, reshuffle the deck a
few times and repeat the process, but this time do a different task—diamonds and spades to
the left, clubs and hearts to the right.

If you were more than a few seconds faster at one task than the other, make a mental
note of which of the two was faster before turning the page to learn what we expect.

Almost certainly you were faster at the first task, which allowed you to use a simple rule
for the sorting—red suits left, black suits right. The second task didn’t allow any simple rule
to connect the types of cards that were to be sorted together. Doing each test twice,
Mahzarin and Tony averaged twenty-four seconds for the first task (red suits versus black
suits) and thirty-seven seconds for the second (spades and diamonds versus hearts and
clubs). Taking about 50 percent longer to do the second task is a big difference, big enough
that they could feel it as they did the sorting.

THE IMPLICIT ASSOCIATION TEST (IAT)

NEXT WE ASK YOU to participate in another hands-on demonstration, for which you will again
need a watch or clock that you can read in seconds. You will also need a pen or pencil. If
you prefer not to mark this book’s pages, turn ahead a few pages and photocopy the two
pages of the flower-insect Implicit Association Test.

Looking at the two pages of the flower-insect test, you will see that each page has words
running down the middle of two columns. To the left and right of each of the words is a
small circular bubble. The task for each page is the paper-and-pencil equivalent of card
sorting, to be done by placing a mark in the bubble either to the left or to the right of each
word.

There are four sets of words:

Flower names: orchid, daffodil, lilac, rose, tulip, daisy, lily



Insect names: flea, centipede, gnat, wasp, roach, moth, weevil
Pleasant-meaning words: gentle, heaven, cheer, sweet, enjoy, happy, friend
Unpleasant-meaning words: damage, vomit, hurt, poison, evil, gloom, ugly

Just below are instructions and an example of the correct way to start marking the first
sheet of the flower-insect test. After reading these instructions and the added suggestions
just after them, you will be ready to start.

Do Sheet A first. Start at the top left and make marks as rapidly as you can. As soon as
you have worked your way down the left column, continue without pause to do the right
column in the same way. For each word mark the bubble to the left or right. Here are some
added suggestions:

1. Use just a single short stroke for your marks—that will be fastest.
2. Do all the words in the order shown.
3. Definitely do not stop or backtrack to correct errors—that will make your result less

accurate.
4. Timekeeping will be easiest if you start when your watch reads zero seconds—at the

beginning of a minute.



5. Write your time (in seconds) to complete Sheet A at the bottom right of the sheet.
6. Then do Sheet B, which has different instructions and also different labels above the

two columns. Have the changed instructions well in mind before you start Sheet B.
7. Record the number of seconds you took for Sheet B at the bottom right.

Of all the hands-on experiences in this book, this one is the most relevant to grasping the
essence of the book. Please do the flower-insect test on the next two pages now.



If you are reading this sentence without yet having done the flower-insect test, we urge
you to go back a few pages and do it before reading further. We say this only once in the
book because we know that the experience of taking the test will prompt reactions of
surprise and skepticism that will be well worthwhile.

After doing the flower-insect test, you may immediately know what it reveals about which
part was easier, without even having to compute your results. But here’s how to arrive at
an exact score for your tests: For each of Sheets A and B, add your time in seconds (s) to



your number of errors (e). Now subtract the sum of s + e for Sheet B from the sum of s + e
for Sheet A.

If you were faster and had fewer errors for Sheet A than Sheet B, you have an automatic
preference for insects relative to flowers. Much more likely, however, you found Sheet B to
be the easier one, which reveals an automatic preference for flowers relative to insects.
With the s + e scoring method, a difference of 18 or more between the two sheets shows a
strong automatic preference one way or the other. A difference between 12 and 17
indicates a moderate automatic preference, and a difference between 6 and 11 reflects a
slight automatic preference. If the s + e difference was less than 6, it should be considered
too small to indicate either preference clearly.

A few years ago we gave this flower-insect test to a group of thirty-eight people with a
doctorate in one of several academic disciplines. They took an average of sixteen seconds
longer to complete Sheet A than to complete Sheet B. If you think about the fact that a
runner of only moderate speed can run 100 meters in the extra time it took these PhDs to
do Sheet A, you will get a sense of how large a difference this is.

HOW THE IAT (IMPLICIT ASSOCIATION TEST) WORKS

YOU HAVE JUST COMPLETED the first version of what we now call an Implicit Association Test (IAT
for short). Its effectiveness relies on the fact that your brain has stored years of past
experiences that you cannot set aside when you do the IAT’s sorting tasks. For flowers and
insects, this stored mental content is most likely to help you put flowers together with
pleasant words while interfering with your putting flowers together with unpleasant words.
Similarly, it will likely be easier for you to connect insects with unpleasant words and
harder to connect them with pleasant words. This is why Sheet B’s task was probably easier
for you than Sheet A’s task—unless you’re an entomologist or a ten-year-old boy.

In doing Sheet B, you may have had the feeling that flower names and pleasant words
were not two different categories but just a single category of “good things.” Insect names
and unpleasant words may similarly have felt like a single “bad things” category. Thinking
of them this way may remind you of the task of sorting card suits when you were asked to
sort together suits that shared a color, rather than suits that were not color-matched.1

When categories can be linked to each other via shared goodness or badness, the shared



property is what psychologists call valence, or emotional value. Positive valence attracts
and negative valence repels. Positive valence, which is shared by flower names and
pleasant words, can function as a mental glue that bonds these two categories into one.
When there is no shared valence, which is expected for most people when they try to put
flower names together with unpleasant words, it is harder to find a connection between the
two categories. There is no mental glue available, and this makes the IAT’s sorting task on
Sheet A more challenging.

The mental glue that can allow two categories to combine into one corresponds to an
ancient concept in psychology: mental association. Hearts and diamonds have a mental
association because they share the color red. For most people, flower names and pleasant-
meaning words have a mental association because they share the more abstract quality of
positive valence.2

In June 1994, Tony wrote the first computer program to administer an IAT, which used
the same categories of flower, insect, pleasant, and unpleasant that were used in the
flower-insect test you just took. As he was checking the program to make sure it worked
properly, he became the first subject to try it. Here’s how Tony later recalled the experience
of taking that first IAT.

I had programmed the computer so that it first presented what I expected to be the
easier task—giving the same response to flower names and pleasant words. As each
word appeared on the screen, I was to press a key with my left hand for either insect
names or unpleasant-meaning words, and a different key with my right hand for either
flower names or pleasant words. Even though I had to keep track of instructions for four
different categories, each with twenty-five different possible words, the task was easy—I
breezed through it.

For the second task I had to press the left key for flower names or unpleasant words,
and the right one for insect names or pleasant words. Within a few seconds, I could see
that this was difficult. After (slowly) completing a series of fifty key presses at this task, I
assumed that I would soon overcome this difficulty by practicing the task another few
times. Wrong! I repeated the task several times—I did not improve at all.

Then I tried just forcing myself to respond rapidly to each word. The result was



frustration. I made frequent errors—pressing the wrong key. I soon concluded that the
only way I could respond accurately was to go slowly. That was the first strong clue that
this method might prove useful.

During the next several days I asked some University of Washington psychology
graduate students to try the task. They too discovered the difficulty of the second task.
Next, I tried it on volunteers from the university’s introductory psychology courses.
When I looked at their performances, it was obvious that, for almost all of them, the task
that required the same key-press to flower names and unpleasant words was putting
them into slow motion. It mattered only a little whether they did that task first or
second.

Those initial tryouts of the new procedure were very exciting because they suggested that
the (not-yet-named) IAT could provide a useful way to measure one of psychology’s long-
established theoretical concepts—attitude. To psychologists, attitude has a meaning similar
to its meaning in ordinary language. It refers to one’s likes and dislikes such as, for
example, liking flowers (a “positive” attitude) and disliking insects (a “negative” attitude).
More technically, attitudes are the associations that link things (flowers and insects in this
case) to positive or negative valence.

Attitudes can be expressed in poetic verse: “Yet my heart is sweet with the memory of the
first fresh jasmines [flower] that filled my hands when I was a child.” Or: “They [insects]
will eat up your trees. They will dig up your lawn. You can squash all you can, but they’ll
never be gone.” The IAT captures attitudes toward flowers and insects much more
prosaically, by comparing the speeds of completing two different sorting tasks.3

THE RACE IAT

A SECOND TYPE of IAT followed soon—it was the first Race IAT. The change of procedure was
small, replacing names of flowers and insects with the names of famous African Americans
and European Americans. The new IAT was expected to reveal whether the method could
measure one of our society’s most significant and emotion-laden types of attitudes—the
attitude toward a racial group. If it revealed a preference for White relative to Black race in
some significant percentage of those who tried it, that might suggest that it was able to



bypass the impression management culprit (described in Chapter 2) that is a significant
source of interference in self-report methods for measuring racial attitudes. If it could do
that, it could be of great value in research. Even more important, it might help to unveil a
type of mental content that we and other social psychologists at the time were just
beginning to understand—hidden biases that could not possibly be tapped by asking
questions because their possessors were unaware of having them.

Perhaps you would like to try the Race IAT before reading anything about what results to
expect from it. Again you will need only a pencil or pen and a timer that can record
seconds. If you have access to a Web browser, you can also find the Race IAT on the
Internet, at implicit.harvard.edu. When you arrive there, select “Demonstration” and then
proceed to “Select a Test,” where you will find a choice among a dozen or so different
versions of the IAT. Select “Race IAT.”4 If you prefer, you can try the Race IAT in a paper-
and-pencil version on the next two pages. Before you try it, however, please try to predict
your performance. Do you think you will be:

• Faster in associating (sorting together) Black faces with pleasant words
• Faster in associating White faces with pleasant words
• Equally fast at both of these?

For the Race IAT on the next two pages, as for the previous flower-insect IAT, please try
to go as fast as you can. As you complete each sheet, record the number of seconds it took
to complete it and then, using the same scoring instructions as for the flower-insect IAT,
compute the s + e difference between the two.

A note of caution: If you prefer not to risk discovering a result different from the one you
predicted, you might want to avoid this IAT. About half of those who take this test—Tony
and Mahzarin among them—obtain a result that deviates from their initial expectation.





Here is how Tony remembers his experience in taking the Race IAT for the first time:

I programmed the first Race IAT within a few months after the flower-insect IAT. It used
names of famous African Americans and famous European Americans in place of flower
and insect names. I tried it immediately when the program was ready. Because I had no
preference (or so I thought) for one race group over the other, I expected to be as fast in
sorting Black names together with pleasant words as in sorting White names together
with pleasant words.



It was a rare moment of scientific joy to discover—in midperformance—that the new
method could be important. It was also a moment of jarring self-insight. I immediately
saw that I was very much faster in sorting names of famous White people together with
pleasant words than in sorting names of famous Black people together with pleasant
words. I can’t say if I was more personally distressed or scientifically elated to discover
something inside my head that I had no previous knowledge of. But there it was—it was
as hard for me to link names of Black people and pleasant words as it had been a few
months earlier to link insect names and pleasant words.

After taking that first Race IAT and repeating it several times to see if the first result
would be repeated (it was), I did not see how I could avoid concluding that I had a
strong automatic racial preference for White relative to Black—just as I had a strong
automatic preference for flowers relative to insects.

I then asked myself what any social psychologist would: Is this something that affects
my behavior in relation to African Americans whom I regularly encounter—especially
students in my classes? Do I act toward them as if I feel less positive toward them than
toward White students?

The question Tony asked himself points to the deeper issues raised by the test. What
exactly does an “automatic preference for White relative to Black” mean? Is it a sign of
prejudice, and if so, what are the effects of that prejudice? If a person such as Tony, who
genuinely believes himself not to be prejudiced, takes the test and then discovers a
preference for White in himself, should we expect that he will express this hidden bias in
ways that could be damaging to others?

DOES “AUTOMATIC WHITE PREFERENCE” MEAN “PREJUDICE”?

THE RACE IAT holds up a mirror in which many see a reflection that they do not recognize.
Most who take the Race IAT are faster on Sheet B (linking racial White to pleasant words)
than on Sheet A (linking racial Black to pleasant words). This is the pattern that is
described as showing “automatic preference for White relative to Black.”

In our own first experiences with the Race IAT, both of us were surprised to discover how
much more easily we associated White than Black with pleasant. Our initial “There must be



some mistake” reaction soon gave way to “Does this mean that I am prejudiced?” Since
then, that same question has been directed to us many, many times by others who have
taken the Race IAT and were confronted with test scores that were at odds with both their
expectations and their self-perceptions.

For almost a decade after the Race IAT was created, when people asked us if a White-
preference result on the Race IAT means “I am prejudiced,” we dodged the question by
saying that we didn’t yet know. We would say that the Race IAT measured “implicit
prejudice” or “implicit bias,” emphasizing that we regarded these as clearly distinct from
prejudice as it has generally been understood in psychology.

We had good reasons to be cautious. First of all, the IAT results that reveal automatic
White preference—results based on speed of responding to words and pictures—bear little
resemblance to the extremely negative racial attitudes that were expressed in response to
self-report measures of prejudice that were in use throughout the twentieth century (these
are described in Appendix 1). Results obtained with those question-asking methods have
established an understanding that prejudice is an attitude that encompasses dislike,
disrespect, and even hatred. Nothing about the IAT suggests that it taps such hostility.

The second good reason for our unwillingness to equate the IAT’s “automatic White
preference” result with “prejudice” was the unavailability of any research evidence needed
to justify that conclusion. Neither we nor anyone else had done studies to determine
whether those who show the highest levels of automatic White preference on the Race IAT
are also those who are most likely to show racially discriminatory behavior.

But this situation has changed. Because of the rapid accumulation of research using the
Race IAT in the last decade, two important findings are now established. First, we now
know that automatic White preference is pervasive in American society—about 75 percent
of those who take the Race IAT on the Internet or in laboratory studies reveal automatic
White preference. This is a surprisingly high figure. We (Mahzarin and Tony) thus learned
that we are far from alone in having a Race IAT result that reveals that preference.5

Second, the automatic White preference expressed on the Race IAT is now established as
signaling discriminatory behavior. It predicts discriminatory behavior even among research
participants who earnestly (and, we believe, honestly) espouse egalitarian beliefs. That last
statement may sound like a self-contradiction, but it’s an empirical truth. Among research



participants who describe themselves as racially egalitarian, the Race IAT has been shown,
reliably and repeatedly, to predict discriminatory behavior that was observed in the
research. Because this conclusion is surprising and therefore may not be easy to grasp, we
take some space here to describe a few key portions of this large (and still rapidly growing)
body of research evidence.

DO MERE ASSOCIATIONS SHOW UP IN BEHAVIOR?

THE FIRST EXPERIMENT to test whether scores on the Race IAT were related to discriminatory
behavior was reported in 2001 by Allen McConnell and Jill Leibold, psychologists at
Michigan State University. Their research subjects were forty-two Michigan State
undergraduate volunteers. Without initially informing their research subjects of the fact,
the researchers videotaped these student subjects during two brief interviews, one
conducted by a White woman, the other by a Black woman. During the interviews the
students were asked a series of innocuous pre-planned questions, such as “What would you
change to improve psychology classes?” and “What did you think about the difficulty level
of the computer task?” (The computer task was the Race IAT, which had been presented as
if it were part of a separate experiment.)

The purpose of the videotaping was to assess whether strong automatic White preference
shown on the Race IAT would predict acting in a friendlier fashion to the White interviewer
than to the Black one. After completing both interviews, the experimenters explained the
purposes of the videotaping and asked the students to give their permission to analyze the
videotapes. All but one gave permission.

The videotapes of the interviews were scored by counting occurrences of nonverbal
behaviors that had been found, in many previous studies, to indicate friendliness or
coolness. Indicators of comfort or friendliness included smiling, speaking at greater length,
laughing at a joke told by the interviewer, and making spontaneous social comments.
Discomfort indicators included speech errors and speech hesitations. Another measure of
comfort or discomfort was how closely the subjects positioned their rolling desk chair to
each of the interviewers. Immediately after each interview, both of the interviewers also
made personal assessments of how friendly and comfortable they thought the subject had
seemed during their interaction.



McConnell and Leibold found that subjects with higher levels of automatic White
preference on the IAT showed less comfort and less friendliness when talking with the
Black interviewer than with the White interviewer. This was an intriguing result, but it was
also just one study that, by itself, was not enough to support a conclusion that the Race IAT
could predict racially discriminatory behavior. But quite a few other researchers, aware of
the possible importance of what the Race IAT could reveal, began to use the Race IAT in
combination with measures of discriminatory behavior or judgment—aiming to see how
well the Race IAT would predict.

Following are a few examples of behaviors that were found, in various studies, to be
predicted by the Race IAT’s measure of automatic White preference: in a simulated hiring
situation, judging White job applicants more favorably than equally qualified Black
applicants; emergency room and resident physicians recommending the optimal treatment
—thrombolytic (blood-clot dissolving) therapy—less often for a Black patient than for a
White patient who presented with the same acute cardiac symptoms; and college students
being more ready to perceive anger in Black faces than in White faces.

By early 2007, thirty-two studies had been done in which the Race IAT was administered
together with one or more measures of racially discriminatory behavior. These studies were
among 184 in a collection that was published in 2009, using the statistical method of meta-
analysis to combine all of these results for the purpose of evaluating the IAT’s success in
predicting a wide variety of judgments and behaviors.

The meta-analysis answered the most important question about which we had been
uncertain in the first several years of the IAT’s existence: It clearly showed that the Race
IAT predicted racially discriminatory behavior. A continuing stream of additional studies
that have been completed since publication of the meta-analysis likewise supports that
conclusion. Here are a few examples of race-relevant behaviors that were predicted by
automatic White preference in these more recent studies: voting for John McCain rather
than Barack Obama in the 2008 U.S. presidential election; laughing at anti-Black racial
humor and rating it as funny; and doctors providing medical care that was deemed less
satisfactory by their Black patients than by their White patients.6

The meta-analysis’s findings can be summarized as saying that IAT scores correlated
moderately with discriminatory judgments and behavior. “Correlated moderately” is a



statistical term that needs elaboration for its implications to be fully clear. (Readers who
are content not to immerse themselves in the technical unpacking of that phrase can safely
skip the next six paragraphs.)

The statistic used in almost all tests of the IAT’s ability to predict behavior is the
correlation coefficient—a number that can range between 0 and 1. Finding a correlation of 0
between a Race IAT measure and discriminatory behavior means that knowing a person’s
Race IAT score provides absolutely no information about the likelihood of that person
engaging in discriminatory behavior. A perfect correlation of 1 would mean that knowledge
of where a person ranked, from lowest to highest, on the Race IAT measure of automatic
White preference would tell you exactly where he or she ranked, from lowest to highest, in
discriminatory behavior. Among researchers, there is a conventional understanding that a
correlation of .10 is small, one of .30 is medium, and one of .50 or greater is large. In
saying that the meta-analysis found a moderate average correlation between Race IAT
measures and measures of discriminatory behavior, we mean that the average correlation
was close to the conventional “medium” value of .30. (To be precise, the meta-analysis
found an average correlation of .24 between Race IAT measures and discriminatory
behavior.)

An example that has nothing to do with race discrimination may make the real-life
implications of “moderate correlation” more meaningful. Suppose you are a bank manager
whose job it is to decide which of the bank’s loan applicants should receive loans they have
applied for. Although most borrowers will pay back at least some portion of their loan,
some will not pay enough to yield a profit for the bank. Fortunately, there is some
information that can help you judge the suitability of each potential borrower: their credit
rating scores.

We need one more assumption to make use of this example: We shall assume that, as
bank manager, you know that only half of potential borrowers are likely to repay enough
to reach the bank’s profitability threshold. If loan applicants’ credit rating scores were
known to correlate perfectly with their expected amount of repayment, your problem
would be entirely solved. You should give loans to the 50 percent of applicants with the
highest credit ratings, knowing that you would thereby be giving loans to all of those who
will pay back enough to make the loan profitable—and only to those. You would thereby
be maximizing the bank’s profit.



Of course, credit rating systems are not perfect—the correlation between credit rating
scores and amount of loan repayment will not be the perfect value of 1. Let us assume that
the credit ratings available to you are known to correlate at a medium (.30) level with the
expectable amount of repayment. This tells you that if you give your loans to the 50
percent of applicants who have the highest credit rating scores you can expect 65 percent
of them to repay at a level that will create profit for the bank, compared to only 35 percent
of the loans being profitable if you instead loan to the 50 percent in the lower half of credit
rating scores. Although this is clearly not a perfect outcome, notice how much more
desirable it is than what would happen if you had no credit rating scores at all—in that
case half of your loans would be profitable and half not, meaning little or no profit for the
bank. A credit rating score that has a medium “predictive validity” correlation will
therefore enable a substantial profit, even if not the maximum possible profit.7

This mortgage loan example tells us how to understand the meta-analysis’s average
correlation between the Race IAT and discriminatory behavior. The correlation value of .24
means that, in a situation in which discrimination might be shown by 50 percent of those
for whom we have Race IAT scores, we can expect that discrimination to be shown by 62
percent of those having automatic White preference scores in the top half of the overall
distribution of scores, compared to 38 percent of those in the bottom half (difference =
.24).

To the surprise of many, the meta-analysis found that the Race IAT predicted
discriminatory judgments and behavior significantly more effectively than did the types of
question-asking measures that had long been used in studies of prejudice. Those self-report
measures yielded an average validity correlation of only .12, compared to the IAT’s .24. It
is accurate to say that the magnitude of this superiority of prediction by the IAT was not
expected by anyone.

Perhaps we appear ready to conclude that those who show automatic White preference
on the Race IAT should indeed be characterized as “prejudiced”—in the sense that they are
more likely than others to engage in discriminatory behavior. However, one important
aspect of the research evidence has yet to be taken into account, and it is a critical aspect.
The forms of discrimination investigated in the research studies that used Race IAT
measures involved no overtly racially hostile actions—no racial slurs, no statements of
disrespect, and certainly no aggressive or violent actions. Recall the examples of the



research behavior that we mentioned—social behaviors in interracial interviews, doctors’
treatment recommendations for a cardiac patient, and evaluations of job applicants in a
hiring situation. These are not the types of negativity or hostility that are generally taken
to be characteristic of “prejudice.”

This is why we answer no to the question “Does automatic White preference mean
‘prejudice’?” The Race IAT has little in common with measures of race prejudice that
involve open expressions of hostility, dislike, and disrespect. Even so, the hidden race bias
revealed by the Race IAT is unwelcome news to many who receive an automatic White
preference result from the test, and it is probably also distressing to these same people to
learn now that the Race IAT is a moderate predictor of racially discriminatory behavior.
Included in those who are thus distressed are Mahzarin and Tony, who were not pleased to
discover that hidden race bias was an uninvited potential mindbug, revealed to them when
the IAT made it possible to look into their blindspot.8
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The Hidden Costs of Stereotypes

JOAN A., SOMEONE WE BOTH KNOW, WAS IN EXCELLENT HEALTH. Playing tennis one day with a doctor friend,
she mentioned that her primary care physician, Dr. M., had told her during a checkup that
she didn’t need routine blood cholesterol screening. Surprised to hear that, the friend urged
Joan to press her doctor for the test. When the results came back, Joan learned that her
cholesterol levels were high enough to warrant starting a drug regimen to reduce
cholesterol immediately.

To his credit, Dr. M. acknowledged that among his reasons for not having prescribed a
cholesterol test might have been his belief that women are at lower risk for heart disease
than men. In other words, he had acted on a gender stereotype that cardiovascular disease
is more prevalent among men than women. Possessing the stereotype is understandable,
based on the facts of gender differences in heart disease. But the application of the
stereotype to the individual is problematic because such application has serious
consequences that nobody would consider ignoring—for Joan’s health, for her family’s
security, for the physician who misses the chance to do his job as he intends, and for the
insurance company, which gains from early detection of possibly life-threatening problems.

We can argue that society at large also loses out, for if Joan were to die a premature
death or be disabled, her productivity and earnings would be cut short along with their
beneficial effects on the collective. And finally, the medical profession would suffer, because
of the gradual erosion of public confidence that occurs with each such instance of medical
incompetence.

Stereotypes can operate in broad daylight, but this one imposed its cost quietly. When the
doctor decided that Joan didn’t need a cholesterol test, he wasn’t thinking—in any
conscious sense, that is—that Joan was unworthy or that he should protect the insurance
company’s resources by not ordering the test. The error likely emanated from a simple
mental image of the average cardiac patient—male, possibly overweight, probably
sedentary—and Joan, a fit and physically active woman, didn’t match that prototype.

Our own bungling of the “surgeon and son” riddle in Chapter 5 illustrates that a reliance
on stereotypes is obligatory.1 But the fact that these and other potentially harmful



stereotypes are persistentso and can routinely damage judgment and actions, requires the
attention of scientists and policymakers, and innovative ways to look into the blindspot. In
this chapter we visit a variety of automatic stereotypes to learn about their nature and their
consequences: first, about the manner in which they exert influence and the costs they
impose on the targets of stereotyped perceptions, and second, about the self-defeating
effects of stereotypes on the very people who hold them. Our attention will focus on the
most serious consequences of stereotypes—their role in causing violence, imprisonment,
even death; and their role in cutting off opportunities that make for a full and productive
life.

KNOWING AND ENDORSING

IN A SURVEY conducted in the 1990s, people were asked to choose which of the clusters of
personality qualities shown below were most descriptive of Jews. Which set would you
predict were selected as more descriptive by the respondents, the first or the second?

Shrewd, Grasping, Mercenary, Industrious
Proud, Stubborn, Worrying, Frank

We ourselves placed our bet on the first four—shrewd, grasping, mercenary, and
industrious—as the traits that respondents would have checked off as relevant, because they
so obviously fit the age-old stereotypes of Jews.

That answer turns out to be wrong: The 1990s survey showed that respondents actually
chose the second set of four traits as more typical of Jews.2 This contradicted not only our
expectations of what the subjects would choose, but also the traits that had actually been
selected by respondents of a similar survey that was conducted in the 1930s. Given how
distant the 1930s seem—conjuring up dusty images of Al Capone, the Great Depression,
Shirley Temple, Louis Armstrong, and Amelia Earhart—we were puzzled to discover that
our minds were more aligned with those of people who were tested eight decades ago than
those tested more recently.

It seems that the people in the 1930s “knew” the same stereotypes about Jews that
Mahzarin and Tony do, stereotypes that have persisted for many centuries and are deeply



ingrained in the culture. Think, for example, of the stereotypes in Elizabethan England, as
reflected vividly in the title characters of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice and
Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta. Shylock and Barabas are the epitome of shrewd,
grasping, mercenary, and industrious.

So why did those tested in the 1990s opt for proud, stubborn, worrying, and frank as the
qualities most descriptive of Jews, rather than the seemingly more obvious ones? Could
they really have been unaware of—or unaffected by—the stereotypes that we, and
apparently the respondents from the 1930s, all “knew”? Or is it perhaps more plausible
that by selecting proud, stubborn, worrying, and frank, the 1990s respondents, taking the test
at a time when anti-Semitism was far less acceptable than it was in the 1930s, were trying
to distance themselves from any expressions of stereotypes they found repugnant? And if
so, who would blame them? We too would like to put such stereotypes out of our minds and
hope that we can simply urge them to just go away.

In Chapter 4 we described the concept of dissociation, the idea that one can simultaneously
possess two attitudes that are mutually inconsistent but remain isolated from each other, so
that the person experiencing the dissociation does not become aware of the inconsistency.
In fact, we used Jerry Seinfeld’s comic refrain “Not that there’s anything wrong with that!”
as the example of exactly this—of being consciously gay-friendly but squeamish about being
recognized as genuinely such.

We now need to give the idea of dissociation a twist. Remember that dissociation
represents a state in which a person possesses conflicting attitudes, one reflective, the other
automatic. If, on reading that description in Chapter 4, you had an uneasy feeling that
perhaps something was missing, there was good reason for it. We hadn’t yet addressed the
question of whether a person who possesses an automatic attitude can be assumed to believe
and endorse it.

It is easy to understand the distinction between possession or knowledge of an idea, for
example that UFOs have landed in New Mexico, and believing or endorsing it. This
distinction brings us back to the survey takers, whose choice of a set of traits to describe
Jews had nothing in common with the traditional stereotype of Jews. Their choice, we
would claim was essentially their way of saying, “I know these stereotypes quite well, but I



don’t for a moment endorse them myself.” In so doing, the survey respondents are drawing
a bright line between “those people out there” who benightedly believe in the stereotype
and “me, the enlightened person in here” who does not. As far as consciously held beliefs
go, such a distinction is quite meaningful.

As an example, think about the concept Earth, which contains among its many attributes
that of roundness. Hearing the word Earth likely causes an image of a cerulean blue sphere
to come effortlessly to mind. Most readers both know and endorse the idea that the Earth is
round—if only because they have seen numerous representations of Earth, from the inflated
plastic one gathering dust in the classroom corner to the endless pictures of it beamed back
from outer space ever since the first one taken by Apollo 8. To endorse something, as
opposed to be aware of it or merely know it, is to put one’s own skin in the game.

This description should make complete sense, because we speak here about consciously
held beliefs about the shape of the Earth. Yet when we consider the very same distinction
between knowing and endorsing in the context of automatic beliefs, we realize that there is
no simple parallel. Is it possible to have the automatic association that math = male
(knowing) and put it to use, without endorsing it? The distinction between knowing and
endorsing, which seems to make so much sense when speaking about conscious or reflective
beliefs, falls away when mapping it onto representations in our mind that are more
automatic. Our thesis is that at the automatic level, unlike the reflective level, the
distinction between knowing and endorsing is meaningless because there’s no capacity for
endorsing.

Understanding this concept is difficult because our scientific grasp of the human mind has
only recently turned toward its unconscious aspects. It is difficult to fathom what it even
means to have an automatic stereotype, that is, a belief about a social group that we
possess but don’t personally endorse or even approve of. But our minds have been
influenced by the culture around us. In fact, they have been invaded by it. To fully grasp
the extent to which this happens, imagine the challenge presented to the minds of members
of a minority group, the Flat Earth Society. These latter-day followers of the nineteenth-
century thinker Samuel Rowbotham endorse a view that differs from the one held by the
majority of earth dwellers. They believe as firmly as the ground on which they stand that
the Earth is flat.



But flat-Earthers live in a world permeated by the belief that the Earth is a sphere.
Wherever they look, the Earth is represented as such—in teaching devices, in pictures, in
language and metaphors—not the two-dimensional disc they believe it to be. Without
doubt, flat-Earthers consciously endorse the idea of Earth as a two-dimensional disc, but if
we could examine their automatic beliefs, what should we expect to find?

We could test flat-Earthers’ automatic belief about the shape of the Earth by persuading
them to take an IAT that measures the relative strength of their Earth = sphere versus Earth
= flat associations. In contrast to their explicitly endorsed belief in flatness, the flat-
Earthers’ IAT scores would almost certainly reveal the presence of Earth = sphere
knowledge in their minds. Once their Earth = sphere knowledge had been “outed” by the
test, flat-Earthers might immediately protest that the result reflects not their personal
beliefs but only the inescapable mental residue of the round-Earthers’ constant propaganda
efforts. And they would be right, for it would require a creature with near-null cognitive
capacity to not absorb, via cultural osmosis, the dominant view of Earth as sphere.

If this is true, what would be revealed by a Jewish stereotype IAT that you or we might
take? Would it reveal an automatic stereotype of Jews as grasping, mercenary, shrewd? It’s
likely that none of us believes that those stereotypes are so descriptive of the group that
most Jews possess them. Far from it. But by now Mahzarin and Tony have become so
accustomed to the IAT’s unwelcome revelations that it would hardly be surprising to
discover that an “inescapable mental residue” of Jewish stereotypes remains in the minds of
many present-day Americans, including ourselves. We can probably agree that we possess
these stereotypes because we’ve been repeatedly exposed to relevant propaganda in
images, in stories, in jokes, in ordinary language, and in the inferences that pervasively
occupy social space.

BECOMING FAMOUS OVERNIGHT

IN THE LATE 1980S, a paper with the intriguing title “Becoming Famous Overnight” appeared in a
scientific journal.3 In it, Larry Jacoby and three colleagues reported a series of simple but
ingenious experiments. If you were a participant in their study, you were first asked to
judge the relative ease of pronouncing dozens of ordinary names on a list that had been
pulled from a local phone book, names such as Sebastian Weisdorf.



On returning to the laboratory the next day, you would be given another list, this one
containing three types of names, all mixed together: (1) the ones you had read the day
before, such as Sebastian Weisdorf (we’ll call these old not-famous), (2) new names from the
same phone book, such as Andrew Ringren (new not-famous), and (3) names of actual
famous people such as the ice hockey player Wayne Gretzky (famous, at least in Canada,
where the study was done). Your task would be to answer a simple question for each name:
Is this the name of a famous person?

To be correct, you would have to answer yes to the names of people who are actually
famous, such as Wayne Gretzky, and no to all the phone-book names, regardless of whether
they were “old” names such as Sebastian Weisdorf or “new” names such as Andrew
Ringren. However, as the experimenters discovered, confirming their theory of how
memory works, old non-famous names proved tricky on day 2. Jacoby’s data showed that
you’d be more likely to mistakenly think that a previously seen name such as Sebastian
Weisdorf was actually a famous person (an incorrect answer) than was a previously unseen
name such as Andrew Ringren.

Jacoby had an explanation for why this systematic error arises. Memories, he argued,
have a texture attached to them, and we sense that texture by “feeling” the memory as we
might feel a piece of silk, to judge its quality. The familiarity of a name gives our memory
for it a particular texture. In the case of an old not-famous name such as Sebastian
Weisdorf, the familiarity causes confusion. The study subjects must ask themselves a
question about two sources of familiarity: Is this name familiar because it was on the list
yesterday? Or is it familiar because the guy is famous? With Andrew Ringren there’s no
such confusion because there’s no equivalent memory, no feeling of familiarity. Confusing
two sources of familiarity leads to an obvious mindbug—that of mistakenly thinking people
are famous when in fact they are not.
BUT WHAT IF SEBASTIAN WERE SAMANTHA?

With one tweak, we modified Jacoby’s nifty experiment to see what it could teach us about
the costs and benefits of stereotype use. Let’s begin with the uncontroversial observation
that in most societies, men are more likely to be famous than women, using accepted
criteria for fame such as achievement and name recognition. This holds in just about every
domain of human endeavor—the arts, politics, finance, sports, and the intellect. We tested



whether familiarity provides a differential benefit for men and women by asking: Is
Jacoby’s result that familiar names are likely to be mistakenly judged as famous equally
true for both men and women?

Jacoby made it easy for us to do this. We had only to add female names such as Samantha
Weisdorf to the almost exclusively male names that Jacoby and his colleagues had used. In
the several experiments we conducted, we found that women did become famous overnight
but they did so at significantly lower rates than did men. Clearly, the false-fame mindbug
does its work more readily when the name is male than female. We hardly need to draw
out the implications of this disparity. Suffice it to say that it can be at the root of
considerable advantage to men if in public life they are more likely than women to benefit
from (mistaken) assumptions that they have accomplished something when in fact they
have not.

A remarkable feature of the false-fame mindbug was the test-takers’ total lack of
awareness that the gender of the name played any role in their decisions about fame. Even
when questioned directly, virtually none of the several hundred subjects thought that their
answers might have been influenced by the gender of the name. The stereotype that was
being put to use clearly resided in their blindspot.

These studies were Mahzarin and Tony’s first collaboration on the topic that then
produced other studies in quick succession, continuing for more than twenty years. Even as
we completed the first studies in the late 1980s, it was clear that such a bias, if it were
demonstrable more generally, could reveal the costly nature of automatic stereotypes. And
that if it did, those in the worlds of law, business, medicine, and conceivably every
profession might find the data to be of interest, because the “good people” in the title of
this book surely do not intend to impose stereotype-based costs on others or themselves.

In the next two sections we describe two damaging out-group stereotypes that associate
Black men with weapons and deny Asian Americans the same citizenship accorded to White
Americans.

THE COST OF THE BLACK = HARMFUL STEREOTYPE

THE BELIEF that Black men are criminals persists even though the likelihood of any given
Black male being a criminal is low.4 Needless to say, the existence of a stereotype



associating a given group with violence and crime is grave and has important implications
for the individual, the group, the resources needed to combat crime, and ultimately, for the
integrity of a functioning society.

The next IAT is designed to test the association between race and weapons. As before, you
can begin the test with either Sheet A or Sheet B. Here are this IAT’s four categories:

Black Americans: faces with Afrocentric features
White Americans: faces with Eurocentric features
Weapons: pictures of a cannon, pistol, sword, etc.
Harmless things: pictures of a phone, Coke, camera, etc.

After you have timed and completed the two pages of the test, revisit Chapter 3, where
the first IAT test was introduced, for detailed instructions about how to do the scoring.





You may have noticed that, rather than using images of modern weapons, this race-
weapons IAT used pictures of weapons from past centuries: axes, swords, cannons, and
pistols. We did this deliberately, so as to undermine the race stereotype by setting aside the
kinds of weapons that are stereotypically associated with present-day urban crime. The
weapons chosen for this test actually have strong historic associations with European
cultures, meaning that their use in this test might, if anything, favor a White = weapons
association.

However, as data from many respondents show, 70 percent or more of the people who
take this test have greater difficulty with Sheet B, which pairs White with weapons, than



with Sheet A, which pairs Black with weapons. Analyses of more than 80,000 Race-Weapons
IATs completed at implicit.harvard.edu demonstrated three important results:

First, the automatic Black = weapons association is much stronger among all groups who
took the test—White, Asian, Hispanic, and even African American—than what is suggested
by surveys that asked questions about this association. Second, the size of this automatic
stereotype varies sharply by groups—it is largest in Whites and Asians, next largest in
Hispanics, and smallest in African Americans. But even African Americans show a modest
Black = weapons stereotype.

Third, comparing the results of the two kinds of tests—reflective self-report and automatic
stereotype—reveals another interesting fact about who carries the stereotype. The higher
the education level, the lower the endorsement of the association between Blacks and
weapons on the reflective self-report answers. However, on the test of automatic
stereotypes, the IAT, education level matters not a whit. Those with greatest education
carry as strong an implicit Black = weapons stereotype as do those with least education.
From images and stories in which men with dark skin have been associated with violence,
it would seem that we all, irrespective of our conscious beliefs, have the same lack of
immunity, and everybody, irrespective of education level, is equally infected by those
beliefs. The less pernicious conscious stereotypes held by the more educated need to find a
path unaffected by automatic stereotypes, to allow their more benign views to translate
into behavior.

Black men are well aware that those around them associate them with violence, often
including other Black Americans themselves, who carry the stigmatizing belief to a lesser
extent than Whites and Asians. They experience it every day, whether they are walking
down a street, trying to hail a cab, entering a store, applying for a job, for housing, for a
loan. Many have developed explicit strategies to signal that they are harmless. A
particularly poignant example comes from the journalist Brent Staples, who confesses to
whistling popular pieces of classical music in public places to reassure passers-by, to create
an alternative Vivaldi = harmless stereotype—that those who whistle Vivaldi are surely
unlikely to also mug you.5

In terms of “guilt by association,” a Black = weapons stereotype is particularly
consequential when it plays out in the interaction between citizens and law enforcement.



Although it is difficult to say conclusively how great a role race plays in the mistaken
shooting of Black men, we do know that Black men experience such mistakes significantly
more often than White men. Every so often, one case becomes emblematic of the tragic
consequences of the problem, and none has acquired that standing in recent years more
than the shooting of Amadou Diallo.

Diallo was a twenty-three-year-old Guinean immigrant of very limited means who sold
videos on the sidewalk of New York City and was saving up for the dream of enrolling in
college. One early morning in February 1999, a car carrying four White plainclothes police
officers rolled past Diallo’s apartment building in the Bronx as he was standing near the
door. The officers, who were members of the NYPD’s Street Crime Unit, mistook the young
man for a serial rapist they were seeking. As the officers approached Diallo a series of
errors stemming from the officers’ blindspots created the conditions that led to tragedy. As
Diallo reached for his wallet, presumably to show the officers some identification, officer
Sean Carroll mistakenly perceived this as an attack and yelled “gun” to alert his partners,
one of whom then tripped, causing the others to believe that he had been shot. Panic-
stricken, the officers fired off forty-one shots in the next few seconds, nearly half of which
sprayed Diallo’s body.

At least two of the errors in judgment here deserve our attention. First, it is well known
that people recognize faces from their own racial/ethnic group more easily than other-race
faces. White Americans, for example, are not as able to distinguish between the faces of
Black Americans as they are the faces of White Americans.6 In the Bronx tragedy, we can
speculate that this perceptual difficulty may have played a role in the officers’ mistaking
Diallo for a dangerous serial rapist.7

Second, an automatically operating Black = weapons stereotype may have played a role
in the officer’s mistaking Diallo’s wallet for a gun.8 Several experiments support the idea
that Black men carrying harmless objects such as cell phones are indeed more likely to be
shot at mistakenly.9 These experiments, motivated by cases such as Diallo’s, show more
incontrovertibly than any single real event can, the probability of hidden stereotypes
driving life-or-death decisions.10

For us, the ordinariness of the errors that emerge from blindspots is striking, because a
full-blown tragedy can emerge from no intention to harm a particular person due to the



costs imposed by stereotypes. Adrienne Rich, in her poem “Midnight Salvage,” said it better
than we can:11

Lucky I am I hit nobody old or young
Killed nobody left no trace
Practiced in life as I am.

Practiced in life we all are, and it is such practice that readily provides the “pictures in
our heads” that spur us on to the mistaken actions we take, all the while believing that we
are the good ones.

THE COST OF THE STEREOTYPE THAT AMERICAN = WHITE

CLAUDE STEELE, a psychologist at Stanford University, has spoken about the “burden of
suspicion” that certain individuals in every society carry around because they belong to a
group whose status in society is suspect. That burden can be crushing: Witness another,
milder tragedy in the case of Wen Ho Lee, a nuclear scientist of Taiwanese origin, a U.S.
citizen who worked at the Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico. In 1999, Lee
was accused of having turned over U.S. nuclear secrets to sources in the People’s Republic
of China. In short order, Lee was fired from his job and a grand jury issued fifty-nine
indictments against him involving deceit, espionage, misleading the U.S. government,
contacts with the Chinese government, and seeking employment abroad. Lee spent nine
months in prison, all the while asserting his innocence.

In the remarkable series of events that followed, the case against Lee unraveled,
beginning with FBI agent Robert Messemer admitting to giving false testimony, and the
judge who had denied Lee bail apologizing to him for his incarceration and
misidentification. In 2006, a federal court awarded Lee $1.6 million in his suit against the
U.S. government for invasion of privacy.12

The central question the case raises is just how a series of decisions emanating from the
blindspots of good people may have led to Lee’s indictment in the first place. Was Lee’s
being Chinese a risk factor he carried, as he might a gene for a disease? Would the events
have unfolded in the same manner had he instead been a scientist at Los Alamos who was
of European origin with the same last name—say, Robert E. Lee? The bald conclusion Wen



Ho Lee’s story suggests is that he carried a burden of suspicion by sheer dint of ethnicity.
Stereotypes are hard to pin down because so often they are put into play without any

feeling of personal animus or vengeance. There is no doubt that the conscious motive of the
reporters at the New York Times who worked to break the story was their desire to do their
job effectively. The main motive of the FBI agent who gave false testimony was
overwhelmingly likely a desire to protect the country. But stereotypes generate their own
compelling mental evidence, even if that evidence is incorrect, and in turn the data
generated by our minds can provide justification for a rush to report, the acceptability of
lying, and the pragmatic decision to detain a suspect indefinitely.

Stereotypes do not take special effort to acquire. Quite the opposite—they are acquired
effortlessly, and take special effort to discount. 13 Discounting stereotypes is not easy,
because of the value of the general mental processes into which stereotypic thinking is
embedded. The same mental abilities that allow us to perceive and categorize
appropriately, that are necessary for us to learn and grow, and that make us successful at
detecting and recognizing, are also the abilities that can and do lead us astray. Yet if we
were to think of our minds as courtrooms in which trials are held to decide on guilt and
innocence, one of the downsides of stereotypes is that they compromise due process. By
relying on them, our minds indict before a prosecutor arrives on the scene.14

The case of Wen Ho Lee led us to research a particular stereotype of Asian Americans—
that they are perceived as foreigners in their own country. The term citizenship has clear
and precise meaning legally, and the concept is simple enough to be broadly known and
shared. We know that two individuals, one with European grandparents, the other with
Chinese grandparents, who were both born and raised in the United States, are equally
American. The question is this: Irrespective of the conscious acknowledgment of the legal
parity between the two and the knowledge that they both retain U.S. passports, do we
perceive them as equally American?

Thierry Devos, a postdoc at Yale University when the Wen Ho Lee story first emerged,
created an IAT measure of an Asian = foreign stereotype. The test used images of students’
faces to represent the groups Asian and White, making it clear that both the Asians and the
Whites were born and raised in the United States, and asked people to connect the faces



with symbols that represented American and foreign, such as pictures of monuments,
currencies, and maps.

The results of the Devos IAT showed that both White and Asian American respondents
were more adept at associating White Americans than Asian Americans with American
symbols such as a dollar bill or a map of the United States. Though the association was not
as strong in Asian Americans themselves, they too more readily associated their own group
with foreign more than with American. This result is reminiscent of what we observed in the
Black = weapons test. Yes, members of the very group that is suspect tend to show lower
negative stereotypes, but they are not exempt from carrying them. There is an obvious
implication of this result for policymakers, who must take into account the overall level of
harm that a group encounters to consider how a civilized society can cope with built-in
disadvantage.

To test just how bizarre such automatic associations can be, Devos next chose well-known
Asian Americans such as Connie Chung, Michael Chang, and Kristi Yamaguchi, pairing
them with well-known Europeans such as Hugh Grant, Gérard Depardieu, and Katarina
Witt. He then tested the association of these famous Asian Americans and White foreigners
with the concept American. Again, the same result obtained. It was easier for test takers to
associate White foreigners such as Hugh Grant than Asian Americans such as Connie Chung
with the concept American! Even as his study subjects took the test, they seemed to be
aware that their minds were revealing stereotypes that were opposed not just to their
reflective beliefs but opposed to the facts. This test result is a strong contender for our Most
Ridiculous Mindbug Prize!

In the weeks and months following the election of Barack Obama, a group that came to
be known as the “birthers” formed and grew sufficiently in size to generate media
attention. Quite simply, the birthers believe that Barack Obama is not American-born and
therefore not legally fit to be president. It is easy to set such folks aside and label them as
the lunatic fringe. But we suggest the uncomfortable possibility that at some automatic
level, a larger number of us are similar to the birthers, to the extent that we possess the
American = White stereotype. The difference between birthers and non-birthers may lie
instead in their conscious beliefs. In voting for Obama, non-birthers demonstrate their
ability to set aside the automatic association of American = White and allow their conscious
thought to dictate their behavior.



In discussing Devos’s test, we are often told that the stronger American = White
association arises from the legitimate fact that White Americans came to the United States
before Asian Americans did and are therefore regarded as being more legitimately
American. Fair enough. But if that’s the case, it should be a no-brainer as to who is
considered more American: Native Americans or European Americans. Predict your
response! The test is available at implicit.harvard.edu.

SELF-DEFEATING STEREOTYPES

WHEN WE HEAR the standard admonition “Don’t stereotype!” we assume that the stereotyper is
referring in a pejorative way to a group other than her or his own—and certainly that the
stereotyper is stereotyping somebody other than herself or himself. Yet we have noted the
idea that often people show evidence of automatic negative stereotypes about their own
groups. Earlier in this chapter, we reported that Black Americans themselves hold the Black
= weapon stereotype and that Asian Americans themselves hold the American = White
stereotype, even though they reject such a belief consciously. These results are consistent
with demonstrations of stereotype threat, a concept introduced by Claude Steele to describe
the phenomenon that when those who are members of a negatively stereotyped group—
women in the domain of math, Black Americans and the poor on achievement tests in
general—are reminded of their group membership, they underperform on these tests.15

There is strong evidence for this result from dozens of experiments, and we turn to the self-
defeating nature of stereotypes next.

THE GENDER CAREERTEST

IN MANY SOCIETIES of the world, women and men have occupied and often continue to occupy
different spheres, with women dominating the world of the home and men dominating the
world of work. But we are witnessing a major change in this arrangement: the entry of
women into the workforce in large numbers. In February 2010, for the first time in U.S.
history, the Labor Department announced that the number of women in the ranks of
nonfarm payroll employees had overtaken that of men—64.2 million women, 63.4 men.16

Despite the fact that a massive cultural and economic change has resulted in 50 percent of
the workforce in the United States now being female, there has been much less of a change



in who occupies the role of primary caregiver at home. As a colleague once said, “It’s not
that my husband can’t make lunch; it’s that he can’t imagine lunch!” Her tongue-in-cheek
observation was meant to suggest that even though both she and her husband were equally
invested professionally, and he did perform necessary domestic duties, there remained a
palpable difference in their mental investments in matters of the home. So even though the
workplace is now populated by as many women as men, we suspect that this gender
stereotype remains present because of the strong and dominating presence of women in the
home sphere and the strong and dominating position of men in the highest status positions
at work.

For those of us who believe that the female = home and male = career associations are
not in our minds (if “we” are the women who work outside the home), the gender-career
IAT on the next two pages may be informative. As before, you can take the test in either
order, completing Sheet A or Sheet B first. Here are the four categories in the test.

Female: she, her, hers, woman, women, girl
Male: he, him, his, man, men, boy
Home: garden, laundry, kitchen, marriage, children, home
Career: office, job, profession, briefcase, manager, salary

Timing yourself and going as fast as possible, classify each word as either male- or female-
associated by marking the circle to either the right or left of it, as directed on the page. For
full instructions on taking and scoring IAT tests, see the first test in Chapter 3.





The gender-career IAT was designed to answer a question about a familiar automatic
stereotype: Do we make male = career and female = family associations more strongly than
the reverse associations? If you are like the majority of test takers, you will have completed
Sheet A, which has the traditional pairings of female with family and male with career,
more quickly and with fewer errors than Sheet B, which asks you to link female with career
concepts, and male and family concepts. This result isn’t especially surprising. After all, as
discussed above, men still dominate in the world of work, and women still dominate
domestic life.

The data from the gender-career IAT show that about 75 percent of male respondents



display the automatic gender stereotype of male = work and female = family. Leading them
by a little, 80 percent of women show the same automatic stereotype!17 Mahzarin, who
never imagined a life without a career outside the home, never has been without one as an
adult, and is largely free of domestic responsibilities, regularly shows the gender stereotype
that the majority of women do—she’s a lot quicker to associate male with career, even when
the career named is her own chosen career of university professor. As with her performance
on the race attitude IAT, when asked about her score, Mahzarin will report that she has
“flunked” this test because its score deviates from her aspiration to be unbiased in these
associations, however automatic they may be.

Those in search of a silver lining to this rather discouraging news can find reason for
optimism in the data from various age groups of test takers, for on this test, the effect of
age is quite clear. Decade by decade, the younger the test takers are, the less they have this
automatic gender bias. The optimism comes from the recognition that with the male =
career association growing ever fainter among the young, perhaps we will see its complete
disappearance in the future.18 But if the constancy of many other stereotypes and attitudes
across age groups is any indication, that day may be farther off than we realize.19

GENDER AND ACHIEVEMENT

LAURIE RUDMAN, a psychologist at Rutgers University, has asked if the presence of implicit
gender stereotypes about romance and home, achievement and career, has consequences
for the women who hold them. She tested the possibility that part of the problem might lie
in the minds of women themselves, put there by the fairy-tale fantasies they have
consumed throughout their lives about love and marriage. Rudman speculated that for
women, such fantasies may lead them to believe that they will find their access to power
and achievement through the success of a male partner, the Prince Charming figure who
swoops down and “rescues” them from their helplessness.20

Rudman gave women an IAT test of various automatic stereotypes, measuring the relative
strengths of romantic partner = fantasy hero and romantic partner = regular guy. She also
obtained a measure of these women’s aspirations for high-status occupations and economic
rewards (income), and of the strength of their commitment to the education required to
reach those goals. She found that the more strongly women associated the idea of a



romantic partner with the idea of Prince Charming, the less they aspired to status and
power themselves.21 The findings led her to conclude that “associating romantic partners
with chivalry and heroism may curtail women’s direct pursuit of power” and that these may
be “the psychological processes that may nonconsciously inhibit women from competing
with men for status and prestige.”

Interestingly, then, there are automatic or unconscious stereotypes in women’s own minds
that impose a cost on their access to status and prestige. In this case the damage is
compounded by views such as “But that’s what women themselves really want”—the idea
being that renouncing power and prestige should not be seen as a cost borne by women
because it’s a choice they have freely made.

Accordingly, we sought to evaluate a clearly demonstrable cost of this gender stereotype
in lost wages. The question was posed: Do you care if your boss is male or female? and
respondents, young professionals looking for their first jobs, gave a resounding no as their
answer. Their responses identified other aspects of the job that would be important to
them, such as salary, location, and the boss’s personality. But whether they would directly
report to a male or female manager was—so they insisted—not part of their job-evaluation
equation.

Eugene Caruso and Doby Rahnev, students at Harvard at the time, used a technique called
conjoint analysis to test this assessment directly.22 The data showed that in opposition to the
job seekers’ statement that “I have no preference for a male or female boss,” their answers
tilted in a systematic way toward jobs with male bosses. These presumably savvy
respondents showed themselves willing to take a salary penalty averaging $3,400 on jobs
with average salary of $42,500. That is, they preferred lower-pay jobs with male bosses
over higher-pay jobs with female bosses.

Remarkably, male and female respondents were equally willing to give up a chunk of
salary for the pleasure of having a male boss, even though they had sworn to having no
such preference. Both men and women were willing to lose several thousand dollars by
making this choice. Now, if the job seekers were consciously seeking a male boss and chose
him even if the salary was lower, the result would have meant something entirely different.
But the self-undermining bias sat in their blindspot and remained undetected, a bias they
presumably would have opted to avoid had they been aware of the patterns of their



choices.
In another study that tested whether such self-defeating costs are paid in situations

involving other hidden biases, Caruso and Rahnev presented respondents with a series of
candidates from whom they could select the person they thought would be the strongest
candidate to play on their team in a quiz competition. Now, results showed that
respondents took account of relevant features such as IQ score, education level, and past
experience in similar competitions, but also factored in their potential teammate’s body
weight. Surprisingly, our respondents traded nine honest-to-goodness IQ points for a
partner who was thinner than the smarter alternative!23 It doesn’t occur to us to think of
body weight when it comes to judging intelligence or merit. But apparently we do, and
irrationally, self-defeatingly so.

If the number of people who choose to take a given IAT test on the Project Implicit
website is any measure, our stereotypes about weight have substantial impact on us.
Interestingly, more people choose to know about their weight bias than any other test on
the website except the one on race, showing the importance this test about body image has
in our minds.

Self-defeating consequences such as the ones we have been describing are psychologically
intriguing, because they run counter to the assumption that people will always act in their
own self-interest. John Jost, a psychologist at New York University, has suggested that,
contrary to that expectation, people in fact are willing to sacrifice their self-interest for the
sake of maintaining the existing social order. His experiments have shown that we do
cognitive and emotional work to justify the hierarchies that make up the status quo, even
when that means imposing costs on ourselves as well as on the groups to which we belong.
Because automatic stereotypes often work to perpetuate the prevailing system, no matter
what its flaws, we see this as further evidence of the self-undermining nature of automatic
stereotypes.24

Jost has gathered an array of evidence to show that members of disadvantaged groups
play an perplexing role in maintaining their own disadvantage through their acceptance of
self-undermining stereotypes. Examples of system justification are found in the poor who
believe themselves to be unintelligent and therefore less deserving of resources; Asian
Americans who believe that they may be good with numbers but should stay out of



leadership roles in public life; women who believe that they are not suited to high-paying
jobs and so don’t apply for them or negotiate appropriately; and men who believe that
they don’t have the talent for caregiving jobs and consequently stay away from parenting
or careers that could be gratifying.

MATH = MALE, ME = FEMALE, THEREFORE MATH = / ME

PURSUING OUR INTEREST in the role of stereotypes in important life choices, we worked with our
collaborator Brian Nosek to test the power of the implicit math = male and science = male
stereotypes among college men and women.25 Using multiple IATs, we measured the speed
and errors made in associating the categories male and female with science concepts such as
geometry, math, chemistry, and Einstein and with humanities concepts such as literature, arts,
drama, and Shakespeare. The women who had stronger math = male stereotypes were also
less likely to prefer mathematics and less likely to associate it with themselves than those
with weaker stereotypes. Moreover, the strength of the math = male stereotype predicted
SAT math performance among women—the stronger the stereotype, the lower their math
test scores.

Nosek and his University of Virginia collaborator Fred Smyth also did large-scale tests of
more than a hundred thousand college students and college graduates, which yielded a
wealth of information.26 They found that women who hold the strongest science = male
stereotypes are least likely to major in science, while men who hold the strongest science =
male stereotypes are the most likely to do so. In this study, the gender-science stereotype
turns out to predict women’s choice of science majors significantly better than do either
consciously expressed gender-math/science stereotypes or even, remarkably enough, math
SAT scores.

All of this tells us that stereotypes, especially automatic stereotypes, don’t just engage the
neurons in our heads and the thoughts in our minds and remain there. They have impact
on behavior such as the intellectual pursuits we select—a decision that in turn may
influence what career path we chart for ourselves, what happiness we derive from it, and
what contributions we make by the end of our lives.

Nobody seriously questions the idea that stereotypes influence behavior; but the discussion
can get pretty fierce when the conversation turns to the accuracy of stereotypes and their



origins. On January 14, 2005, a public controversy regarding gender and math erupted in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, and soon went viral, attracting attention from remote parts of
the world. Harvard University’s president, Larry Summers, offered the view that one of
three reasons for women lagging behind in mathematics might be an innate lack of ability
in mathematics. A heated national debate ensued because others thought differently. They
claimed that too often we look at existing differences in achievement between groups and
use them as evidence for assuming they exist because of differences in ability.27 Such a
naturalistic fallacy, it has been argued, can make what “is” seem to be what “ought to be.”
Although more than two thousand editorials and news reports were written worldwide
about the Summers debacle, the debate left no clear winner.

No single piece of evidence can be decisive in response to a complex issue such as this
one, whether it concerns gender and math, race and athletic ability, ethnicity and musical
ability, or any other noticeable group difference in aptitude and achievement. However, it
is possible to assess whether there are any relevant data that are incontrovertible—
anything that, irrespective of our opinions, we would agree on.

We know that some group differences remain fairly stable over time even as
environments change, suggesting at least the possibility of a clear genetic basis for the
difference. Autism and related mental disabilities are an example.28 Among those afflicted
by the disease, boys outnumbered girls by a ratio of about 4:1 in the 1940s, and while much
has been made of the fact that the number of diagnosed cases of autism has exploded in
recent times, the sex ratio itself has persisted to the present day. However, other gender
differences have diminished precipitously over relatively short periods of time. As it
happens, the gender difference in math performance is one such example. The
preponderance of boys with high SAT math scores has gone from a 10.7:1 ratio favoring
boys in the 1980s to 2.8: 1 in the 1990s.29 In other words, the ratio favoring boys was
nearly four times as large a mere decade earlier. Such a rapid closing of the gap between
groups that used to be strikingly different should be surprising to those who favor a largely
genetic explanation for gender differences in math ability, because genetically based
differences cannot be reduced so dramatically in such a short period of time.

Here’s another fact: Some countries show large gender differences, others show smaller
differences, and yet others show no differences at all. 30 If gender differences in
mathematical ability are largely the result of genetic causes, one would be hard pressed to



explain why such differences vary so much across societies; gender differences should be
more universal.

Finally, working again alongside our colleague Brian Nosek and a collection of other
researchers around the world, we took advantage of having data on IAT-measured gender-
science stereotypes from thirty-four countries. In those data we found that the stronger the
science = male stereotype in a given country, the larger the national gender difference in
eighth-grade boys’ and girls’ mathematics and science achievement. That is, in countries for
which the IAT gender-science stereotype data showed stronger science = male associations,
boys outperformed girls to a greater extent than in countries where this automatic
stereotype was weaker.31 This result provides a third reason to consider the role of
differential social pressures on men and women as the more parsimonious explanation for
any observed but fast-disappearing difference.

Because what used to be large gender differences in mathematical ability have shrunk
rapidly in recent years, because they vary greatly from country to country, and because the
strength of gender-math stereotypes is related to gender-math performance, the position
that male-female differences in math represent variations in natural ability has taken a
beating. Rest assured, however, that the genetic explanation remains alive if weakened,
even as women enter science and engineering programs in equal or close to equal numbers
to men. This will be an interesting stereotype to monitor, because it is conceivable that in
the not-too-distant future the idea that once upon a time such a stereotype existed could
seem quaint.


