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The limitations of our brain
Our brains are intricate systems, powerful and able to process large amounts of 
information, with research citing our brains being able to receive up to 11,000,000 
bits of information every second (as cited by Wu et al., 2016).

Figure 2.2 The limitations of our brain

Source: As cited by Wu et al., 2016

And yet, our conscious minds can only process up to 40 bits of information per 
second to ensure understanding (see Figure 2.2). That means we discard almost 
11,000,000 bits of information every second. And that process of discarding is 
important to understanding bias and racism as we try to unpick what are the key 
pieces of information that we discard every second to ensure we can process infor-
mation as quickly and as efficiently as possible.

What is unconscious bias?
If you refer to a dictionary to locate a meaning for bias it will probably read some-
thing like:

1. A particular tendency, trend, inclination, feeling, or opinion, especially one that is 
preconceived or unreasoned.

2. Unreasonably hostile feelings or opinions about a social group; prejudice.
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Our brains are intricate systems, powerful and able to process large 
amounts of information, with research citing our brains being able to receive 
up to 11,000,000 bits of information every second (as cited by Wu et al., 2016). 

And yet, our conscious minds can only process up to 40 bits of information 
per second to ensure understanding (see Figure 2.2). That means we discard 
almost 11,000,000 bits of information every second. And that process of 
discarding is important to understanding bias and racism as we try to unpick 
what are the key pieces of information that we discard every second to 
ensure we can process information as quickly and as efficiently as possible.



What is unconscious bias? 

Unconscious bias is a term that describes the associations we hold outside of 
our conscious awareness and control. Our unconscious biases are triggered 
by our brain making very rapid and implicit judgements continually. 

This is a clear definition and yet unconscious bias is not easily understood 
and identified by us. It is not something we are all aware of at the time, all 
of the time and therefore we can fall prey to the impact of our unconscious 
biases, often unwittingly. There are many that dispute the term unconscious 
bias and feel that it gives others the blueprint to be biased or racist. But it 
really is not that. It is an innate habit that can motivate actions and beliefs 
long before we have had a chance to reflect and understand. Whilst it is 
unconscious, our understanding of it will ensure that we are all aware we 
have it and if left ‘unchecked’ it can have devastating consequences. 

Unconscious biases are the societal stereotypes about certain groups of 
people that we form outside of our own conscious awareness. They are 
borne of our personal experiences, the societal stereotypes that surrounded 
us as we grew up and matured, the cultural context we lived within and our 
backgrounds – all without us realising. They are ever present in the implicit, 
rapid judgements and assessments we all make about people and situations 
all of the time. 

Humans spent much of their evolutionary 
history in small tribes in competition for 
scarce resources, hence having a natural 
tendency to view ‘out-group’ members 
with distrust and hostility (Balliet et al., 
2014). We still have this innate tendency 
within us to view those in out-groups 
with distrust and hostility. It also means 
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Figure 2.1 Line-up of men

Have a look at the image in Figure 2.1. You will see five men, all dressed in traditional 
work attire staring out at you. Take a moment and look at them, what they are wear-
ing, their facial expressions, the way they wear their hair, the stance they take. Now, 
if one of them were the CEO of a high-performing, FTSE 100 company, who would 
that be? Yes, that is the question. And yes, I am aware that you will have to make this 
decision with no other information about them. No idea where they live, their age, 
where they were educated, if they are educated and to what level.

I know this activity will cause us varying degrees of discomfort. I know that 
for many of you reading this book, the request to make a decision about the 
job someone does based solely on what they look like will feel uncomfortable. 
Having done this activity with several individuals, including teachers, educators, 
leaders, CEOs too, it is clear that this activity creates a tension in us. We feel 
uneasy to make those very public or personal decisions based on what someone 
looks like. When doing this training, I ‘push on’ nonetheless and ask attendees to 
discuss in pairs who it could be for the benefit of the learning. There are many 
that will discuss the line-up, as requested, and tentatively decide. And there are 
some that point blank refuse, refuse to engage, refuse to make a decision about 
someone based on how they look.

There are those attendees that challenge me because there are no women in the 
line-up, and how unreflective of society it is to have a solely male presence in the 
image. How sexist this is, as surely a woman can be the CEO of any company? 
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that we view those within our own groups as familiar, trusted and able. 
So now that we know it is an innate tendency, the ‘what’ we do to mitigate 
against its negative impact is vital. 

Santos and Rosati (2015) identified that biases operate quickly, effortlessly 
and outside of our awareness – which can mean that merely recognising that 
we have a bias does not always make that bias go away. This is absolutely 
the point. Knowing we have bias alone does not make it go away. The 
subconscious way it is enacted means that we are not conscious of it at all 
times and need to build systems and structures both within ourselves and 
our institutions to limit its impact.  

SO TO BE CLEAR, WE ALL HAVE UNCONSCIOUS BIAS? YES, WE DO! 

When are we most likely to  
be driven by our biases? 

They are a main way that we can convey our biases about people or 
situations. They have such great importance in the interactions we have 
every day, and yet we are often completely unaware of them. Of course, 
some micro-aggressions are consciously done; but there are many that we 
exhibit all of the time without realising it, or thinking it is acceptable as we 
are never challenged about it. 
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important is owning and understanding that and having a plan of what we do about it. It 
is also worth noting that our biases are defined by our personal experiences, so while 
we all have bias it will vary depending on our experiences.
AND OUR BIASES CAN NEVER BE SWITCHED OFF? NO, NEVER.

So, the important question therefore is how do we manage our biases? How do 
we ensure we do not transmit them to the children we serve and the relationships 
we build with them and their families? How do we make sure they do not affect our 
expectations, aspirations for others or openness to learn and understand?

The brain has up to 200 biases that can be triggered as we seek to process when 
we have too much information, when we do not have enough meaning, when we 
need to act fast and when we are trying to process what we should remember.

When are we most likely to be driven by our biases?
There are key times when humans (which obviously includes teachers) are most 
likely to be driven by our biases – a process that actually has nothing to do with the 
children and everything to do with us. Those times are highlighted on the bar chart 
in Figure 2.3.

Figure 2.3 When we are most likely to make a biased decision

We all have highly pressurised and accountable roles in schools and settings, and 
it is important as part of the management of our biases that we recognise when we 
are most likely to feel driven by them. ‘So what?’ I hear you ask me. I am often 
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Micro-behaviours 
Micro-behaviours are brief and commonplace gestures, facial expressions, 
words, tone of voice used or assumptions that we are all capable of 
transmitting about people and to people all of the time. They openly expose 
the assumptions we make about others based on our biases. Be AWARE, if 
you have an assumption about someone, they DO KNOW through your micro 
behaviours. 

Strategies to reduce  
micro-aggressions 
Begin to think about the impact of our words on others. 

Begin to understand that we all have bias, that we all think we know what/
who people are and that it is really important to explore these biases – give 
young people the language! 

Talk about what you should say if someone says something that is biased – 
give them the language to use if they come up against a micro-aggression: 

•  Why would you think that? 

•  Who taught you that? 

•  Where does that idea come from? 

•  It is ok to say sorry… 

•  I find that quite hurtful/harmful because… 

•  Have you thought about the impact of your words? 

•  Is there a better way you could have said that? 

•  Why is where I am from important? 

•  Thank you for making the effort to engage with me but I would like you to 
use my name…
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