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Introduction

White people and people of colour perceive racial bias in fundamentally different ways. And these gaps in bias detection play out in practical scenarios every day. As a Black woman growing up in mostly White environments in the United States, I’ve amassed a number of experiences where I’ve felt dismissed and devalued because of my race, only to be ignored when I raised those concerns—told to “grow a thicker skin” by White people who were eager to offer alternative explanations for the racism I knew I was experiencing. In my career as a diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) professional working in various fields, I’ve seen what happens when well-meaning White people in positions of power—making decisions about policies and practices that impact people’s careers, lives, and well-being—are unaware of the bias they are perpetuating. And while the United States, and the world at large, has seen significant progress towards racial equity in recent decades, it is also undeniable that we’re experiencing a powerful backlash, as White supremacy resurfaces in response to strides towards racial equality.

Once, while facilitating a workshop, I was on the second slide of my PowerPoint presentation when a White faculty member interrupted me to refute the statement “We all have bias.” She insisted that I didn’t know her personally and therefore I did not have the standing to speak to whether she did, or did not, have bias. The irony is that her department was at risk of dissolution because of the volume and severity of racial discrimination complaints filed against her and her colleagues. Two things were clear to me in that moment. The first was that, contrary to what she seemed to believe, she—just like all of us—had biases to unpack. The second was that her lack of awareness about that bias was costly—not only for her and her career but for the careers and livelihoods of each and every one of her students.

Many White people are in denial about the degree to which White supremacy still reigns in our society, attributing the reversal of racial progress to political forces, like the popularity of an unabashedly racist president or prime minister. But reducing the persistence and prevalence of racial bias to the influence of a handful of “bad apples” is a mistake, stemming from a lack of awareness of, or a refusal to acknowledge, the deep roots of the racial bias that exists all around us. Of course, this is not the case for all White people, but even when I speak with White people who are aware of bias, and who are working fervently to change their own attitudes and behaviour, they tell me how challenging it can be to raise this issue with other White people. They tell me about friends, family members, church members, neighbours, and work colleagues who just don’t get it. Or they tell me about the people they know who began the work to understand and combat bias, only to veer off course because it got too uncomfortable or too demanding or because seemingly competing priorities claimed their attention.

On the other hand, when I speak with people of colour, I hear story after story of people who are tired. Tired of simultaneously experiencing racial bias and shouldering the responsibility of combating it. Tired of being undermined by White people who are unaware of how their own biases and discomfort are impeding racial progress. Tired of having to explain why racial equity is a critical component of a functioning society, not a “nice to have” that can be picked up and put down based on the whims of those in power. Tired of being expected to give “grace and space” or the benefit of the doubt to White people who refuse to acknowledge the racial harm they repeatedly do.

The good news is that detecting racial bias is a skill that can be learned, and when White people invest in building that skill, meaningful change happens. Over the course of my career, I have seen firsthand the transformation that takes place as White people become more attuned to identifying bias. It ignites a fervour for change that sustains over time—even when things get uncomfortable or demanding or when other priorities emerge. I believe in my core that the only way our world will change for the better is when more and more White people have those kinds of transformative experiences. I suspect that, if you picked up this book, you want to be part of that change. But you may also feel overwhelmed by the scale of the problem, and not sure that there’s anything you can do to make a difference. There is plenty you can do, and this book is designed to offer a clear path to becoming a champion for equity, helping to reduce bias and foster a more inclusive world.

Conversations about race and racial bias—the very conversations we must have to realise a more just and equitable world—are already incredibly challenging, but they are downright impossible when the people involved don’t agree on the same basic set of facts. This is why merely describing the gap in racial bias detection has never been enough for me. I want to help White people learn to detect bias in the way that people of colour do.

Thankfully, there is plenty of research out there about how to do that, but most of those insights have stayed locked behind the expensive paywalls of peer-reviewed journals and the inaccessible language of academic jargon. Meanwhile, those responsible for steering companies, creating laws and policies, raising children, and shaping our society are without the critical information needed to drive transformation in their lives and the world. And so this book is a guide to seeing the world the way people of colour do, to understanding the ways you have been socialised to see (or not to see) racial bias, to unlearning those impulses, and to bringing others along on that journey.

As a lifelong lover of research who proudly embraces my inner nerd, I could easily lose myself in discussing the minutiae of this work for hours. This includes dissecting and debating the nuances and merits of different terms—the distinctions between unconscious bias and implicit bias, for example, or between racial prejudice and racial discrimination (both of which, by the way, are real conversations I’ve fervently engaged in, in the past). But it takes only a few experiences of watching someone’s eyes glaze over mid-dialogue to realise that these kinds of distinctions—while meaningful in the research world, and somewhat important in a practical sense as well—obscure the real conversation that needs to be had: How do we stop this thing, whatever we call it, from happening?

With that disclaimer aside, I do need to take a brief detour into the minutiae for one moment. In most places in this book, I have opted to use the phrase “racial bias,” which I define as an inclination for or against any racial group that influences how we think, feel, and act towards them. Racial bias is something that anyone of any race can have and perpetuate. For example, I, a Black woman, can (and do) harbour racial biases. (This is not a controversial statement or a “big reveal”; as I just said, we all have racial biases. This is simply a matter of fact.) Racial bias is also something that can be directed towards any race. For example, any person—whether they’re White or a person of colour—can be on the receiving end of an inclination for or against any racial group. Racism, however, is more specific. Racism is what happens when an inclination against a marginalised racial group proceeds in a manner that upholds a system of White supremacy. That is, whereas racial bias can be perpetuated by anyone of any race against anyone of any race, racism is rooted in the need to sustain a social order in which White people and Whiteness dominate. Anyone, of any race, can perpetuate racism (i.e., preserve a hierarchy that prioritises Whiteness). However, there is no such thing as racism against White people. It’s a phenomenon that uniquely targets people of colour.

Because this book centres on how White people recognise (or fail to recognise) the thoughts, feelings, behaviours, and policies that undermine and disenfranchise people of colour, the terms racial bias and racism could often be used interchangeably throughout. I recognise that reasonable people can, and do, disagree with my perspective here. But I also believe that combating both racism and racial bias is more important than the specific terms used, and that our focus should be on the work to be done—not on the semantics.

Getting better at detecting bias first requires understanding the psychological barriers that White people face when talking about race and racism. For many, this might include embracing the discomfort that comes with the realisation of one’s bias, and overcoming the fear of being “found out.” This is no small feat. No one wants to think of themselves as biased—much less be outed as such in public.

The first two chapters of this book will tackle these barriers in turn, identifying the benefits of embracing a growth mindset about racial bias, and acknowledging that while confronting your bias can be scary and uncomfortable, that discomfort is a sign of progress. Once this mindset shift happens, we can begin the real work of breaking down common misconceptions many White people have about the concepts of race and racism. In the subsequent chapters, you’ll learn what many White people get wrong about microaggressions, and why White people are quick to find alternative, more benign excuses for these subtle expressions of racial bias when people of colour call them out. We’ll talk about how being White is a racial identity (even if it might not always feel like one), and how the White default—a dominant framework that uses Whiteness and White racial identity as the reference point for virtually everything—reflects a privilege that simultaneously precludes awareness of systemic racism and perpetuates it. We’ll explore ways to break through that unspoken default to gather new perspectives and build empathy for others.

The last two chapters of the book are a call to action. For true change to happen, simply knowing better is not enough. Doing something—by sharing what you’ve learned with others, by calling out biased statements and behaviours, and by committing to making some sacrifices—is required. I realise these conversations can be daunting, especially for people who aren’t used to talking about race and racism. That’s why I provide plenty of actionable examples and suggest sample language to help you navigate those pivotal conversations.

The stories and research shared within these pages are meant to inspire you, to challenge you, and to open your mind to new ways of thinking. But I have an important disclaimer—one that I share every time I lead a workshop on bias: Just as no single workshop, however brilliantly designed, can undo the lifetime of socialisation that has produced the biases we all hold, neither can a single book, however comprehensive or well written. The only way to do that is to commit to the consistent, difficult, and rewarding work of challenging yourself to see the world differently every single day.

I hope this book becomes one of the tools you use to begin (or to continue) that process, granting you new insights each time you read it. I hope what you learn challenges your thinking, pushes you out of your comfort zone, and encourages you to have conversations with friends, family, and co-workers you might not otherwise. And I hope that it ignites further curiosity about other evidence-based approaches to combating bias.

Finally, I hope that you see yourself and the people you love in the stories shared within these pages. When that happens, I invite you to be vulnerable, to reconsider the things you thought you knew to be true, and to be more attentive to the way your behaviour affects other people. Above all, my hope is that this book has the power to spark change, transform lives, and contribute to a more just and equitable world.




CHAPTER 1

Growth Mindset and the Practice of Detecting Racial Bias

Growing up, I played the violin—quite well, in fact. At the height of my abilities, I played lengthy concertos from memory, won the highest accolades at state competitions, sat first chair in my high school’s orchestra, and successfully auditioned for a seat in the citywide youth orchestra.

I wasn’t born with natural musical talent. When I was three years old, my mother taught me a three-step technique that prepared me to play: Hold the violin out at arm’s length with the strings facing away from my body, turn my wrist counterclockwise until the strings faced upwards, and bring the whole instrument towards the underside of my chin. To call what ensued that day “music” would be incredibly generous, but with time and practice, the shrill cacophony that emerged when I first drew that bow across those strings evolved into something much more beautiful and masterful.

And I practised a lot. I practised so much that my left forearm—the one I used to hold up my violin—developed a surprisingly noticeable muscle, which amplified the subtle upper-body asymmetry I’d already cultivated from tilting my head perpetually leftward to meet the violin’s chin rest. What’s more, I had worked my way to a “violin hickey”—the roughened patch of skin on the left side of my neck and on my left collarbone that served as a badge of honour for all my efforts.

But the reason my violin skills developed—and then flourished—wasn’t just because I had committed to mastering them but also because I was buoyed by a small but mighty community devoted to my progress. “Make it sing!” became my father’s rallying cry as he mimicked playing a violin with a flourish each night as I prepared to practise. As my skills developed, I became my mum’s go-to duet partner; she relentlessly encouraged me to rehearse the same passages repeatedly until I mastered them as we played Bach’s Concerto for Two Violins in D Minor together. My private instructor ran me through endless drills, gifting me with his undivided attention in every session. Even my younger siblings—who learned to sit through hours-long recitals with something resembling interest—would offer up occasional words of encouragement, which would help motivate me to practise the following day. I jumped at every opportunity to play, even on the days that I loathed playing the violin—which happened often enough—because I wasn’t alone in my relationship with my instrument. I had a village of people around me, supporting me in pursuit of my skill.

This story would have unfolded very differently if, the first time I drew that violin tentatively towards me and made it screech and wail, I promptly determined that I wasn’t cut out to play it, and no one in my family had encouraged me to try again (and again and again). In that version of the story—the one in which I refuse to engage in any activity that I’m not immediately excellent at, and no one gives me a hard time about it—the violin ends up in our basement, abandoned and joyless, its case collecting dust. Of course, in that story, my conviction that I’ll never be able to play the violin becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The idea that a person of any age would pick up a violin for the first time and be able to play Bruch’s Violin Concerto No. 1 in G Minor with the musicality of Hilary Hahn is laughable. No skill is inherent in us; they are all forged over time.1 Viewing learning as a journey or a trajectory reflects a growth mindset—the belief that the attributes, traits, and behaviours we have right now aren’t fixed, but rather, as psychologist Carol Dweck writes, “just the starting point for development . . . based on the belief that your basic qualities are things you can cultivate through your efforts.”2 Dweck contrasted this growth mindset to a fixed mindset, “a belief that [one’s] qualities are carved in stone.”3

In the decades since Dweck first wrote about these concepts, the goal of cultivating a growth mindset has been embraced by ambitious professionals, managers, seekers of self-help, and students of all ages alike.4 Countless articles, books, and even songs(!) have been written about the topic.5 As a culture, we have correctly adopted the belief that a growth mindset helps us all better meet the challenges that come with learning and maintaining any skill. And yet, we have much work to do when it comes to translating this mentality to learning to detect racial bias in ourselves and others. This is due, at least in part, to our misguided understanding of racial bias as an immutable personality trait or a fixed belief system. The fact of the matter is that this ability to detect bias is—like the violin—a skill to be learned.

To be fair, cultivating a growth mindset about racial bias is not as simple as cultivating a growth mindset about other skills. We humans like to perceive ourselves as good, competent people, because perceiving ourselves in this way satisfies two fundamental human needs: the need to be liked and the need to be competent.6 Many skills—like violin playing—only bump up against one of those needs. If someone is an excruciatingly bad violinist, that fact may threaten their ego a bit, but hobbies are plentiful, and that person’s inferior musical abilities will have little impact on whether or not other people like them. But being bad at racial bias detection—that is, the inability to notice how we think, feel, and act towards people of another race—threatens both human needs. It triggers the fear that we will be exposed for having racial bias (undermining the goal of being liked), while also forcing us to admit that our previous understandings of racial bias were erroneous (undermining the goal of being competent).

This threat is not merely hypothetical. We all want to think of ourselves as good people who don’t cause harm to others, so it can be difficult to admit that sometimes we do. But seeing bias as an inborn and immutable trait undermines the truth: Just as none of us is born with a concerto at our fingertips, none of us is born understanding the nuances of how bias manifests. We must be taught to understand its workings. And the stakes are high. A White person who fails to understand their racial bias will harm others by reinforcing the very systems of power and privilege that undermine equity in every facet of our lives. But it’s precisely because the stakes are so high that we should be motivated to cultivate a greater awareness and understanding of racial bias.

MIND THE AWARENESS GAP

In many ways, these awareness gaps are a product of insidious design. We live and encounter one another in a system that’s hard at work to keep us ignorant of both historical and present inequities. For people of colour, our lived experiences and the constant threat of racism necessitate frequent and frank conversations. White people, however, lack that same motivating force, and our education system does little to inspire any sense of urgency around understanding racial bias of any kind. For example, when I was in elementary school, I learned about the Pilgrims, who fled oppression in England in favour of freedom in “the New World.” If the Indigenous people who already inhabited the Americas were mentioned at all, it was as a mere footnote to the more courageous and compelling White-settler story. There was no mention of the decimation of the Indigenous tribes that followed the Pilgrims’ arrival, much less the disenfranchisement and erasure of Indigenous people that continues today. When this past is acknowledged at all, it’s often framed in a way that implies it’s entirely behind us. Eager to tell a redemptive story of America, and of Whiteness, we fail to acknowledge that little has been done to earn that redemption at all.

The system that has kept us all undereducated about both the history of race relations and the present racial dynamics of our society continues to churn out new and increasingly frightening ways to chill bias-detection efforts. An in-depth comparison of social studies textbooks in the states of California and Texas reveals a playbook for the systemic erasure of the truth about the lived experiences of people of colour.7 Unlike its sister textbook in California, for example, a Texas textbook fails to mention that the benefits of the GI Bill—benefits that made the “suburban dream” of the 1950s possible—were inaccessible to many Black veterans due to the discrimination they faced when trying to buy homes. And though both were published by the same company and credit the same authors, only California’s textbook notes that post-Reconstruction lynchings were perpetrated to undermine Black political and economic power. Years after reading these textbooks, children who grow up in Texas will have a fundamentally different understanding of race and racism than children who grow up in California do, widening today’s partisan divide into a gaping chasm. To reverse this trend, we will all need to become even more vigilant about taking responsibility for our own antibias education in the years to come.

THE BENEFITS OF HAVING A GROWTH MINDSET ABOUT RACIAL BIAS

With so much at stake, where to begin? Just as a violinist must commit to early, focused practice to build their technique, we, too, must dedicate ourselves to the continuous, intentional practice of recognising and addressing bias in ourselves and others. And yet, lingering in the realm of the fundamentals won’t be enough to transform a burgeoning musician into a virtuoso. Any great violin player will tell you that musicianship is about more than playing the notes as they’re written on the sheet music. It’s about the expression of those notes—modulating volume, honouring the silences between sounds as integral parts of the piece. Similarly, detecting racial bias is a nuanced art. As the norms that govern our society change, so, too, do expectations about what is or is not okay to say, what is and is not appropriate behaviour. (Sometimes, these changes are for the better. Many will likely recall the successful “Think Before You Speak” public service announcements that urged us to eliminate the derogatory “that’s so gay” expression from our vernacular.) Context matters, too: What one might comfortably say in a small gathering of close friends might be prohibited from expression at work. In such dynamic environments, you might make an absolute mess of things at the beginning, tripping over your words and uncomfortably fumbling your way through conversations about identity. But as you advance from the fundamentals to more sophisticated ways of understanding bias, you’ll one day masterfully navigate conversations about DEI and anti-racism at work, courageously engage family and friends in robust discussions about how systemic racism impacts outcomes in our society, and pursue new opportunities to learn, to challenge their thinking, and to grow.

A GROWTH MINDSET ABOUT BIAS MAKES US MORE OPEN AND CURIOUS

Having a growth mindset about racial bias unlocks our willingness to engage in these behaviours. In a series of studies, Drs. Priyanka Carr, Carol Dweck, and Kristin Pauker found that White participants with a growth mindset about bias (which researchers assessed prior to the study using self-report questionnaires) were more interested in learning about their biases and getting to know people from different racial and ethnic groups than White participants with a fixed mindset were.8 For example, participants with a growth mindset expressed greater interest in participating in other race-related research studies, engaging in interracial interactions, and completing exercises meant to reduce their prejudice. Although these results were intriguing, the activities participants said they would (or wouldn’t) engage in were all hypothetical. To understand how beliefs about bias shaped real-world behaviours—and not just theoretical encounters—would take some researcher finesse.

Any bias researcher will tell you that we often must get creative when setting up our studies. Admitting one’s own bias is perceived as a social taboo, so asking direct questions of participants rarely works. People will give the answer they know they’re supposed to—“Of course I feel comfortable talking with my Latino colleague! Why wouldn’t I?”—which may or may not reflect their true feelings or experience. At the same time, it’s difficult to create a situation in a lab setting that mimics the real world while also being controlled enough for researchers to observe the outcome. To navigate this challenge, we look for subtle, unconscious expressions of the concept in action. For example, if I want to truly understand how a White person feels when talking to their Latino colleague, I might observe how long they hold eye contact with that person, or track their body language during the dialogue. Fleeting eye contact and crossed arms are both telltale signs of discomfort. While we can control what we explicitly say, our bodies’ involuntary movements will always reveal our true feelings.

Physical distance is another proxy for comfort, given the human instinct to keep our distance from the things and people that make us uncomfortable. Carr and her team used this insight to their advantage in a subsequent study, when they gave White participants two chairs and asked them to help set up a room for their imminent conversation with another person. Half of the participants were told their partner would be White, and the other half were told that person would be Black. When researchers measured where participants placed the two chairs, mindset (whether fixed or growth) made no difference—both groups placed their chairs equally close to the chair they believed a White person would soon occupy. The noticeable difference was among White participants who anticipated an encounter with a Black discussion partner: Participants who had a more fixed mindset about bias placed their chairs approximately nine inches further away from their Black partners than participants with more of a growth mindset about bias did. In fact, the growth-mindset participants were prepared to sit just as close to Black conversation partners as they were to White ones, suggesting that they felt just as comfortable about an interracial interaction as a same-race one.

The researchers concluded that the fixed-mindset participants in these two studies sat at a greater distance from their discussion partners because they feared that close proximity would betray evidence—to themselves and to anyone else—of their bias. These participants resemble many White people, who, when asked, overwhelmingly say that their primary goal during interracial interactions is to be liked.9 It stands to reason that, if likability is the primary goal, and being racist is a decidedly unlikable quality in a person, then wading into the uncertain waters of race- and diversity-related conversations would be incredibly threatening—particularly for those who believe that being racist is an immutable characteristic.10 With that fear in the back of their minds, it’s no wonder that the participants with more fixed mindsets behaved the way they did.

The good news is that it’s possible to evolve from a fixed mindset to a growth mindset about bias. In yet another study, Carr and her colleagues demonstrated this by presenting participants with one of two versions of an article that was purportedly published in Psychology Today.11 Both versions featured an anecdote about a person’s levels of prejudice over time and described the results of a (fake) ten-year study on prejudice. However, the data featured in the articles, and the conclusions drawn, were different. One article, designed to induce a growth mindset about bias, was called “Prejudice Is Changeable and Can Be Reduced” and emphasised that prejudice can be reduced “with effort and the right experiences.” The other article, “Prejudice, Like Plaster, Is Pretty Stable over Time,” was intended to engender a fixed mindset about bias and provided the opposite conclusion: that “prejudice, once acquired, is relatively fixed and stable over time.” After checking to ensure that they had successfully shaped—at least temporarily—participants’ mindsets about bias, they found that participants who had read the fixed-mindset article indeed endorsed more of a fixed mindset about bias compared to those who had read the growth-mindset article. The question, then, was whether this difference in mindset influenced how participants acted in a subsequent conversation. Again, participants were told they would be having a brief conversation with another person who was either White or Black. But unlike in the “chair setup” study, this time the interaction occurred. To keep the research environment as carefully constructed yet as realistic as possible, participants were told that the focus of the study was “personal communication” and that they’d be asked to answer some questions about where they were from, to describe a few of their friends, and to offer thoughts on the state of diversity at their university. The conversations were recorded, and researchers reviewed the videos extensively, looking for markers of anxiety (e.g., rigid body posture, speech errors and hesitations, nervous laughter) and assessing for the overall impression of friendliness. They also measured participants’ heart rates at various points in the conversation, based on the knowledge that our heart rates increase when we are anxious.

Ultimately, participants who had been induced to have a growth mindset about bias were less anxious and more friendly and had more stable heart rates than participants who had been induced to have a fixed mindset about racial bias—as though believing that they could learn to be less biased gave them permission to be more open and curious. This shift in mindset seemed to reframe moments of discomfort as opportunities for growth rather than proof of personal failure. With curiosity replacing fear, participants approached interracial interactions with greater ease, allowing them to engage more authentically and connect more deeply. As previous studies had demonstrated, having a growth mindset about bias was so transformative that it reduced the threat of interracial interactions to the same non-threatening levels experienced during same-race interactions.

HOW TO CULTIVATE A GROWTH MINDSET ABOUT RACIAL BIAS

Bias is malleable: No one is irreparably racist. Understanding this helps White people feel more comfortable during interracial interactions, and their comfort is generally readily apparent to others. But believing there’s room for transformation is only step one. White people who want to go beyond the basics must commit to an ongoing learning process.

During my junior year of high school, I had the opportunity to take Honors Pre-Calculus, an advanced maths class that had a bit of a cult following. Soon after the term began, I discovered why kids who survived HPC wore it like a badge of honour: That class was hard! Each day I experienced a dull scrambling sensation in my brain as the teacher taught proofs, functions, and calculating probability. I took frenzied, detailed notes and maintained a wide-eyed attention, and still I walked out of each class as confused as I’d been upon arrival—if not more so. But I wasn’t one to back down from a challenge, so I marshalled all the resources at my disposal to get me through the course.

My first step was to find a few role models. If other students had survived HPC—and even excelled in it—I needed to know their process. I opted for students who weren’t mathematical prodigies (I had little in common with the student who barely needed to study to ace the exams) and came to those conversations with open curiosity and requests for guidance about how to succeed in the course. At the same time, I was fortunate to have a group of friends in high school who were eager to learn about anything and everything that was offered to us. Many of us were in HPC together, and while I tended to study on my own for the other advanced courses we shared, that strategy clearly wasn’t going to work in this case. Group study sessions became my default practice. What’s more, my teacher offered office hours, and I became a permanent fixture in those sessions.

Importantly, I kept track of my progress. I saved every homework assignment, quiz, and test in my pink three-ring binder, documenting evidence that I was indeed seeing improvement, however slight. I don’t remember the final grade I earned in that class, though it certainly wasn’t an A. But the B– or C+ it likely was meant more to me than every A+ I earned in my high school career. For years, that pink HPC binder became a talisman I’d return to during moments of struggle—a reminder of what I could accomplish with the power of hard work, patience, community, and a belief that growth was possible.

In retrospect, I now see that it was the very belief
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