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…to be an intentionally inviting Christian community (RCMUC Mission Statement) 

 

OPEN OUT 
making space for grace 

 

 

Intro Series #2:  Unconscious Bias & intercultural Wisdom 
 

Nothing has ever been real without my beholding it. 

All that has become has needed me. 

My seeing ripens things. 

And they come toward me to meet me and be met.                                             

 (Rainer Maria Rilke) 

   

Finding hidden beauty, beauty not immediately obvious.  it’s not so much about the landscape itself…. it’s about  

how we see the landscape…it’s about how we perceive, how we ascribe beauty/meaning/value to what we 

observe…. 

This also holds true in our human landscapes - how we perceive differences. 

 

Exploring bias: 

What’s height got to do with it?  

• Less than 15% of American males are over 6’ yet 60% of male corporate CEOs are over 6’ 

• Less than 4% are over 6’2” yet over 36% of CEOs are over 6’2” 

• Height strongly related to income for males [almost 2% increase in salary per inch] 

• Anthropologists have found no culture in which there is a preference for short men 

 

It would be absurd to choose a CEO because of height. Just as it would be to give employees lower performance 

evaluations if they are overweight, or for doctors to provide medical procedures to people more often if they are 

white than if they are indigenous, or for teachers to call on boys more often than girls when both raise hands in 

the classroom. All these happen. Examples of unconscious bias. 

Because we did not understand that bias is part of the human condition, we gave it a moral value.  We assumed 

that discriminatory thought and behaviour was conscious, and that people who ‘know better’ do not act with bias 

and those who don’t know better, or are just bad people, act with bias/discrimination. Simple: Good people not 

biased. Bad people are.  

What’s in a name? 

• Hurricanes until the 1970s were given only female names. Since then the names have alternated male 

and female. 

• Removing catastrophic-scale hurricanes, studies of death rates in ‘normal’ hurricanes show that death 

rates in hurricanes with female names were twice that of male names.  

 

Why? Not because the World Meteorological Association gave female names to the harshest storms. Different 

death rates seem correlated to the femininity of the name - built on an unconscious association of femininity with 

something more gentle, less violent – and so people do not prepare in the same way.  Unconscious bias. 
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Every person, every organization, every society/culture has unconscious biases, no matter how much they value 

inclusivity and diversity.    

 

Conscious/Unconscious Bias – an overview 

Research has found barrelfuls of biases busily working in our brains – no matter our language, race, or culture.  

Why?  Because humans go out into world every day and have to make many decisions - about what is safe, 

appropriate, etc. Bias serves as an automatic decision-making tool - it unconsciously alerts us to danger before 

our conscious mind can make a determination. With the assessment of danger, the flight/fight/freeze mechanism 

sets in.  NOT a bad thing. Hard-wired in our brains. Scientists estimate that we are exposed to something like 11 

million pieces of information at any one time, and our brains can process only about 40.  The pre-established 

filters and triggers help us navigate through all this. We immediately sort the 11 million pieces of information, 

reduce them to 40 and that is what we see/perceive, and we believe that what we see is real. This is part of the 

‘underlying machinery’ of our brains – a hardware e not a issue not a software one. 

Quickly distinguishing friend from foe was essential to our survival – truly a matter of life and death.  To survive 

a false positive is safer than a false negative.  ’Better to be safe than sorry’ If you sense something coming at 

your head you duck [even if you find out it was just a shadow]. Biases are simply there -  not inherently good or 

bad – though, for sure,  it can be connected to undesired outcomes if we are not aware of it.  

The Prefrontal Neocortex is the part of our brain that distinguishes us as humans, allows us to reason, have 

metacognition [think about our thinking]. But it is small bit of the brain and has very limited 

computing/processing power, compared to the other robust areas of the brain. In order to conserve mental 

resources and the internal chemicals like glucose that feed the brain, we rely on automatic brain functions and 

reactions. It would be inefficient and dangerous for brain to stop and think about each stimulus and decide on a 

response e.g. when a child darts in front of your car while driving.  

Let’s look at some that strongly connect to our encountering of folk who are different from us: 

1. Actor-Observer Bias & Fundamental Attribution Error – while not identical, so close that we can treat 

them as one. Actor-Observer. When we see someone else doing something we judge that person 

differently we would judge ourselves if we were doing the same thing. Eg. If we see someone 

speeding and they run a stop sign, we will judge them as irresponsible, bad driver, crazy, etc. rather 

than thinking oh perhaps they are rushing someone to hospital, or very late for something very 

important. However if we are running very late for something very important and we go a bit over 

the speed limit and don’t quite stop at the stop sign, we believe we are doing this because we are in 

such a tight spot, and traffic is light, so we can risk it.  [“Anyone who drives slower than you on a 

two lane highway is an idiot, anyone who drives faster than you is a reckless idiot.”] 

Fundamental Attribution Error is similar. It is the tendency when we see people behaving in a certain 

way to attribute it to a trait of the person [reckless, foolish driver] rather than due to circumstances, 

but we judge ourselves to be acting due to circumstances. We attribute their behaviour to something 

internal, and ours to something external. Tendency to ‘believe what people do reflects who they are’ 

[oh so you are that kind of person]. Group Attribution Error is similar - the tendency to believe f that 

the characteristics of an individual group member are reflective of the group as a whole, even when 

information is available that clearly suggests otherwise. 

This is very important in cross cultural contexts because we see people acting in ways we do not 

understand and we attribute meaning to their behaviours - usually attributing it to a trait, perhaps of 

the individual, or perhaps of the culture [often the latter].  
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We know, for example, that different languages provide different ways of thinking to solve the same 

problem - so that the person may be reacting quite differently than we would expect [disconfirmed 

expectancies] 

2. Out-group homogeneity bias, In-group bias, Affinity bias & Accent bias – another cluster of biases 

that significantly impact our relations with folk who are different from us. Outgroup Homogeneity 

Bias - tendency to think of members of other groups as all same [Filipinos really love their families, 

take pictures], but more individual diversity in our group. In-group bias - belief that your group is 

best and others are groups are somehow inferior. Results in ‘othering’ - seeing different group & 

labelling them as ‘other’, allowing us to de-personalize them, justify thinking negative thoughts about 

them. USA under Trump.  Affinity Bias -biased toward people we perceive to be more like ourselves 

[we feel more comfortable, can let down our guard etc.]. E.g. when meeting a new person, & he/she 

reminds you either of a younger version of yourself, or someone you have fondness / high regard 

for - will ascribe positive attributes to new person [innocence by association].  Accent bias  - people 

tend to believe others more when they have similar accents [You had/lost me at hello],  same info 

judged less credible when spoken by accented speaker. Likely related to fluency effect -  

truthfulness is proportional to ease of processing.  

 

3. False Consensus bias & Projection bias.  False consensus bias  is the  tendency overestimate the 

extent to which your thoughts & feelings [ie. your opinions, beliefs, preferences, values, & habits] 

are normal/typical (others think the same way that they do). This leads you to believe there is a 

consensus where may be no consensus. E.g. willingness to walk around campus wearing a 

sandwich board. It can be derived from a desire to conform and be liked by others. Can help us feel 

part of a majority. In groups this shows up as the assumption/belief that the views of your group 

matches that of larger population [e.g watchers of CNN and Fox]. With internet/social media silos 

folk often do not encounter those who think differently. When confronted with evidence that 

consensus does not exist, people often assume that those who do not agree with them are 

somehow defective. Our need to make decisions, often with relatively little information and tiny 

sample, we ‘project’ our views. Memory too has a arole - perceptions of similarity/difference affected 

by how easily our minds can recall those characteristics. Similarities tend to be easier to recall. This 

is closely related to Projection bias -is the tendency to overestimate the degree to which other 

people think/feel/believe and behave much like us.  

Eye-opening episode on train, when I was young. Looking out on frozen prairie at dawn, standing 

beside an English fellow. I looked out and was thinking how astonishing beautiful it was. He looked 

at me and said, “Just like f***ing hell out there, isn’t it?” Look at the same landscape/information and 

have 2 completely different responses/interpretations. Another example in my life was pews - 

working with a church that was considering removing the pews and replacing with comfortable 

flexible seating.  In open discussion I assumed others would think like me - that other than 

historical/traditional value of pews, flexible seating would be much more desirable. Instead they said 

‘much more comfortable for obese people’, and "easier/safer for people with mobility issues 

[screwed to floor] +  ‘better for families with babies –lie child on the pew beside you and they can 

sleep’. No consensus - except in my mind. 

These 3 clusters have pivotal roles in interactions across cultures and difference.  However there are a host of 

other identified clusters that can also impact. Here is a quick tour of some of the most significant of these (some 

are clustered): 
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1. Self-serving bias, Egocentric bias, Modesty bias & Bias blind spot. Self-serving bias is the 

tendency to believe that if something goes well i/we are responsible, but if it goes poorly, 

the outcome  is likely the result of circumstance or others. Modesty bias is the reverse - the 

belief that if something goes well it is due to circumstance, and if it goes poorly, it is likely 

my/our fault. [If I do well on exam, it is because exam was easy. If I do poorly, it is because 

I am stupid]. Egocentric bias is akin to self-serving - it is the tendency to over-estimate how 

much I [or my group] contribute to a joint task. Bias blind spot - is tendency to see 

ourselves as less biased than others are. 

2. Notational bias in written contexts, and now in online contexts - it is the tendency to write a 

form in such a way that it excludes some people- e.g  any form that requires you to indicate 

male or female. We create such forms, yet in addition to a number of genetic variations that 

create intersex conditions, many persons, regardless of body characteristics, are ‘non-

binary’ - they do not identify as either.  This results in architecture [male/female bathrooms, 

changing rooms, etc.] Another example involves attempting to purchase something online or 

register for a conference online where a credit card is required - yet 11% of adult Canadians 

do not have credit cards.  

3. Just-world hypothesis - is the tendency to believe that the world is fundamentally just/fair, 

rationalizing that if something negative happens to a person or group, they are likely in some 

way responsible or defective [e.g. the surprise felt by many to learn that a refugee living in 

relative poverty in Canada once owned villas and was a professional – ‘this shouldn’t happen 

to middle class professionals (like us)’] 

4. Confirmation bias is the tendency to search for information that confirms what we already 

believe and/or to interpret information in such a way as to confirm what we already believe. 

E.g. if a manager believes indigenous people to be unreliable, he/she will tend to respond 

differently to an indigenous worker [more micro-managing, less tolerance for absence or 

lateness, etc.]. How does the worker respond? Perhaps with frustration and decreased 

commitment/performance, or with anxiety [and increase in errors] - which then confirms the 

manager’s bias. Congruence bias is similar - meaning that when we have come up with an 

explanation, we are very reluctant to accept a different explanation. 

5. Optimism bias is the implicit belief that individuals are less likely to experience a negative 

event [e.g smokers]. Planning fallacy is the tendency to underestimate the amount of 

time/effort  a particular task - even when we recognize that similar tasks have taken longer 

to complete than planned.. Also involves over-estimation of benefits, under-estimation of 

costs. 

6. Ambiguity effect - tendency to avoid options if the probability of a positive outcome is 

unknown [impacts group decision-making in planning] 

7. Information bias - is tendency to seek [more] information even when it can’t affect action [a 

near-fatal sin at times in the church] 

 

Contribution of biases;  What do biases do? Why do we have them? 

 
They allow us to think [by not thinking!] by not wasting precious pre-frontal cortex resources, by 

providing automatic processes for things like 

• Instant diagnosis/instant perception 

• Recognizing patterns & Stereotyping [protection] 

• Attributing immediate value 
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If someone asks you to add 2+2, you can do it quickly, but if they ask you to divide 337 by 83, your response 

time is much slower. You are drawing on your computing power for this, not your memory. Stereotypes and 

biases operate the same way - they make it quicker for our brains to react. It is much easier to be in a meeting 

with 10 folk from another culture with everyone talking at once and think “they are so rude, they don’t listen to 

one another’ than to sit down with the group or someone from the group  and ask them to explain about their 

native decision-making processes and how they concentrate and hear each other with multiple voices speaking 

at once.  Rude is much quicker. Instant diagnosis.  

The patterning and stereotyping is what allows the brain to generalize in order to protect us. If we are attacked 

by a rabid racoon each time we see something that looks like a racoon we are going to be afraid, even if it’s just 

the neighbours cat. Similarly the process of attributing immediate value is a shortcut for our brains so we don’t 

waste time/energy on non-essentials. So first impressions last. E.g Joshua Bell played in a DC subway station 

and almost no one stopped to listen!  BM figured out if he wrote a top-notch first essay for a prof he could slack 

a bit on later ones and still get an A.  

This has to do with brain regions and chemistry.  If I am attacked by a man wearing a green plaid shirt, 

somewhere in my hippocampus green plaid becomes associated with pain and fear. Sometime later when I am 

talking with someone wearing a similar green plaid shirt I may start to feel anxious and uncomfortable, and may 

not even know why. The hippocampus [which stores long term memories, and connects learning and emotions] 

is very near the amygdala [which is the seat of fear, and so our flight/fight/freeze response]. 

 

What to do with our biases? 

So then the challenge is what to do with them – because although they may have developed to do some helpful 

things in our evolutionary history, they can seriously impede our ability to enjoy mutually beneficial relationships 

with people who are different than us.  Although biases may be quick, they can be notoriously, disastrously 

wrong. In order to address these internal biases we enter the realm of intention.   

1. Illumination. The first and most simple step is simply bring them to light. Begin to recognize and 

acknowledge them. 

2. Compassionate awareness. With compassion [for yourself and others] realize that as humans our brains 

make mistakes without us [or it] realizing. Biases are part of how human brains function. Becoming 

aware of biases helps us mitigate their impact [e.g. with the height of CEOs]  In this process of 

compassionate awareness we don’t need to castigate or scold that part of us, more like saying ‘hello’ to 

it. “Oh hello, I see what you are doing. You’ve been trying to help me. I appreciate that. But I won’t need 

you to do that anymore…”  [Compassionate termination?] 

3. Choose to Learn  Nobody is an expert in this stuff. And no matter how long you have been doing it, no 

matter how extensive your experience and research has been - you will still make mis-steps [ie.trip / fall 

on face] - rejoice and learn from them. Embrace ‘mistakes’ - they are evidence that you are taking risks 

and trying.  

4. WOA! Slow down! Wait. Observe. Ask.  Cultivate your inner observer” “Oh I see they are doing this…. 

Hmm I wonder what that means. I think later I’ll ask someone to help me undertstand this better. Never 

assume. Withhold interpreting.  Be in conversation. This may be more of a challenge for people who are 

strong J’s on Meyers-Briggs… if it is your default stance in life, it will take a bit more work for you to 

move.  But you can. The first step is WAIT. This is critical. Do not rush to any interpretation of the 

behaviour you are seeing.  OBSERVE -note carefully WHAT the behaviour really is, without any attempt 

to provide meaning. Cultivate your ability to wait in the ambiguity, your ability to observe without 

interpreting. This does not mean discounting any feelings or thoughts you may have – acknowledge 

these but say to them, ok I see what you are feeling/thinking but lets wait a bit….  ASK – this is the 

important step, find a way to ask someone in the community, or one of the people participating to help 
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you understand better what was going on. He/she does not need to know if you happen to like this or 

not, you are not evaluating – you are learning.  

5. Reframe. Assume positive intent when you don’t understand what the other person/group is 

doing/meaning & especially when/where there is miscommunication. In dealing with others who express 

bias, do not assume any negative intent. These people, like you, often see themselves as good people, 

with good intentions. Guilting them, treating them like they are naughty will likely only create resistance. 

Assume innocent intent.  In organizations reframe conversations away from the language of 

discrimination/oppression, toward conversations that focus on fair treatment and respect. Remember we 

all have biases, it is privilege coupled with bias that creates such toxicity in our churches and other 

organizations. 

6. Do the [interior] work! Understand that no one else is responsible for your feelings. You are.  And many 

of your feelings are due to the [often repeated] messaging you give yourself  “Oh these people don’t 

appreciate me. I am working my butt off and they are just taking advantage of me.” 

7. Intentional Graciousness. In intercultural/cross-difference relationships practice micro-affirmations. 

These are small acts of kindness, gestures, gazes, both in private and public, that convey a sense that 

you want person to succeed, that you are on their side. They do not need to be verbal. Hold positive 

intention for the other in your mind as you are in conversation with him/her. Somehow this stuff leaks 

out of us. Small affirmations have an impact on receiver but perhaps even more on the sender. Erodes / 

unhinges bias. Operates like gratitude - can evict resentment immediately. 

 

Intercultural Wisdom is one term for this capacity to work and live effectively across cultural and other 

lines of difference.  There are a variety of similar terms: 

• Intercultural Competencies 

• Cultural Intelligence [CQ] 

• Cross-cultural adaptation 

• Intercultural Mindset 

• Constructive Marginality  

 

 

Genuine compassion is based not on our own projections and expectations, but rather on the 
rights of the other: irrespective of whether another person is a close friend 

~Dalai Lama 

 

 

 


