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Who We Are

The National Equity Project is a leadership and 
organizational development non‐profit 
committed to increasing the capacity of people 
to achieve thriving, self‐determining, educated, 
and just communities.

Our mission is to transform the experiences, 
outcomes, and life options of children and 
families who have been historically 
underserved by our institutions and systems.
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The unconscious parts 
of the mind are most of 
the mind – where most 
of the decisions and 
many of the impressive 
acts of thinking take 
place. 

David Brooks, The Social Animal 

The Unconscious Mind



Only 40-50 are conscious

11 million pieces of 
information a second

About Our Brain



People are meaning 
making machines –
individually and collectively 
– the unconscious mind 
helps us make meaning.

Our unconscious mind 
takes in data, sorts it and 
makes meaning of it at the 
speed of light. 

…while our conscious mind 
is taking a slow walk.

Our unconscious mind 
helps us to survive…fight, 
flight, freeze

The Unconscious Mind



If our species were 
programmed to refrain from 
drawing inferences or taking 
action until we had complete, 
situation-specific data about 

each person or object we 
encountered, we would have 

died out long ago.

The Unconscious Mind



The Stroop Test 

Our Brains in Action
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Synapse



The more you see 
two things 

together…the faster 
you associate them.

Cells that fire together 
wire together.

Implicit Bias

https://conversationsonthefringe.com/2010/08/26/basic-brain-function-and-
emotional-hijacking/



Implicit bias is the process of 
associating stereotypes or 
attitudes towards categories 
of people without conscious 
awareness.

Which can result in actions 
and decisions that are at 
odds with one’s intentions or 
explicit values.

The Unconscious Mind & Implicit Bias



Priming

Associations

Assumptions

3 Processes





What might be at play 
here?

Key Question



African‐Americans make up 29 percent of the 
nation's poor, but constitute 62 percent of the 
images of the poor in the leading news 
magazines, and 65 percent of the images of 
the poor on the leading network television 
news programs. 

Priming & The Media



Messaging…whether conscious or not…primes our 
brains to make associations.





Messaging - whether 
conscious or not -

produces 
associations.

Associations



Who is a convicted felon?!

It’s not LL Cool J



“A young [black] man walks through chest deep floodwater 
after looting a grocery store in New Orleans…

“Two [white] residents wade through chest-deep water after 
finding bread and soda from a local grocery store, after 
Hurricane Katrina came through the area in New Orleans…”





Bias kicks in before you are 
even aware it exists (it lives in 
unconscious mind)

It occurs through the building of 
synapses image by image, 
message by message (over 
time)

Results in “autopilot”

Implicit Bias



The mind is sorting &
coding.

The body is responding.

…and the unconscious 
assumptions we make 
have an impact on our 

decision making.

Assumptions









The Relationship Between 
Implicit Bias & Structural 

Racialization

IMPLICIT 
BIAS

STRUCTURAL 
RACIALIZATION



Structural Arrangements & Implicit Bias 

We are primed, and 
racial stereotypes are 
reinforced as a result 
of racialized 
structural 
arrangements  - both 
historical and current 
- in our communities 
and neighborhoods.



Historic Structures and Explicit Bias
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Historic Structures and Explicit Bias



Disinvested 
neighborhoods and 
communities 

High opportunity 
neighborhoods and 
communities 







Implicit Bias is Individual AND Institutional

The assumptions we have about others cause us to 
act in a biased way…to the benefit of some…and the 
detriment of others

• Who we call back for a job
• Length and severity of sentences by judges
• Recommendation of surgery rather than less 

invasive treatment
• Doctors discount women’s experience of 

“chronic pain” as emotional or psychological 
discomfort (e.g., sedatives vs. painkillers)

• How quickly some people are shot by police



We can’t avoid mentally 
absorbing the categories 
defined by the society in which 
we live. They permeate the 
news, television, programming, 
films, all aspects of our culture. 
And because our brains 
naturally categorize, we are 
vulnerable to acting on the 
attitudes those categories 
represent.

Leonard Mlodinow
Subliminal:  How your unconscious mind rules your behavior



• Biases are malleable

• We can influence the 
unconscious and build 
new synapses - thus new 
mental associations

• And we can work to 
become more conscious 
of how bias may operate 
in us

Some Promising News



Plasticity

Marion Diamond, pioneering neuroscientist, who showed that 
the brain can change with experience and improve with 
enrichment.



Plasticity

Something that can be shaped and 
can hold that shape is “plastic”.

Our brains are not fixed in place, but 
can reconfigure.

Cells that fire together wire together.



Create New Narratives 
Use Counter Stereotypic 

Imaging

Strategy



















Strategy

Change the structure.





Expectations and IQ Study



Strategy #4:  Examples

• Hiring Policies – Eliminate Unnecessary  
“Gatekeepers” – e.g., civil service exam

• Eliminate Punitive Discipline Policies – Restorative 
Justice

• Redesign decision making structures to include 
voices of those most harmed by the effects of bias



Reflections

Thoughts, insights or questions
coming up for you regarding 

unconscious bias

Journal Write



Implicit biases come from the culture. I think 
of them as the thumbprint of the culture on 
our minds. Human beings have the ability to 
learn to associate two things together very 
quickly— that is innate. What we teach 
ourselves, what we choose to associate is up 
to us.

Dr. Mahzarin R. Banaji



Thank you!

National Equity Project
www.nationalequityproject.org
@NEP

Hugh Vasquez
hvasquez@nationalequityproject.org
@hughjvasquez


