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Abstract
Implicit (unintentional) biases related to social categories (including race, gender, and age) are often seen as impediments to
belonging and success in diverse organizations. Indeed, organizations around the world expend considerable effort and
resources to implement educational programs with the stated goal of addressing — and even eradicating — such biases.
However, in recent years, implicit bias education has come under scrutiny for several reasons, including via claims that implicit
bias (a) is inherently unchangeable, (b) has no real-world analogs, (c) is unrelated to, and detracts focus from, biased behaviors,
(d ) provides an excuse for discrimination, and (e) is a structural problem and thus requires structural solutions. After refuting
these critiques, this review introduces the MAIBE checklist to help organizations decide if implicit bias education is worth
their investment based on whether it (a) includes measurable benchmarks (rather than assuming success), (b) foregrounds
epistemic agency (rather than treating individuals as passive consumers of information), (c) is integrated into a larger
toolbox (rather than administered in isolation), (d ) is broad (rather than light-touch), and (e) is evidence-based (rather
than unscientific). The article concludes by calling for extended collaboration between academic psychologists and organiza-
tional decision-makers to synergistically improve both basic science and institutional practices.
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Implicit bias education can have positive impact if has mea-
surable goals, recognizes peoples’ agency, is integrated with
other tools, is broad-based, and relies on scientific evidence.
The MAIBE checklist can help scientists and practitioners
create synergistic improvements.

Key Points

• As presently implemented, organizational implicit
bias education is often of dubious effectiveness and
can even backfire.

• However, recent critiques positing that implicit bias edu-
cation is inherently worthless or even harmful go too far
and are not well-supported by scientific evidence.

• Implicit bias education stands to be enhanced by
making it measurable, agentic, integrated, broad, and
evidence-based (MAIBE).

• The soundness of these recommendations — and the
success of implicit bias education more generally —
should be regularly and rigorously evaluated, thus
leading to continuous refinements.

• The improvement of implicit bias education is predi-
cated on developing lasting and mutually beneficial
partnerships between academic psychologists and
organizational practitioners.

Among the most influential insights produced by experimen-
tal social psychology over the past decades is the finding that
social group attitudes (such as ELDERLY–BAD/YOUNG–GOOD)
and social group stereotypes (such as BLACK–DANGEROUS/
WHITE–SAFE) can be activated implicitly, that is, without
the person’s intention (Devine, 1989; Fazio et al., 1986)
and, potentially, even without their awareness (Greenwald
& Banaji, 1995).

For example, a manager may unintentionally forget to invite
an East Asian employee to a dinner party; an attorney may
absent-mindedly ask a lesbian client about the health of her
husband rather than that of her wife; or a doctoral advisor may
inadvertently slip back into using a nonbinary student’s old
gender pronouns during lab meeting. In experimental social
psychology, such implicit (unintentional) forms of bias are
usually measured using indirect tests, including the Implicit
Association Test (Greenwald et al., 1998), sequential priming
(Fazio et al., 1995), or the Affect Misattribution Procedure
(Payne et al., 2005). On these tests, participants perform some
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behavior, such as the quick sorting of words and images using
their keyboards; bias is then inferred from objective metrics,
such as the speed and accuracy of performance.

Implicit bias is routinely juxtaposed with explicit (or
intentional) forms of bias, such as a manager loudly pro-
claiming that East Asians are inherently socially awkward;
an attorney refusing to take on a gay client because doing
so would conflict with her moral values; or a doctoral
advisor flat out denying the existence of nonbinary people.
In experimental social psychology, explicit (intentional)
bias is often measured using direct tests probing participants’
professed views, including self-report scales such as modern
racism (McConahay, 1986), attitudes toward lesbians and
gay men (Herek, 1988), or ambivalent ageism (Cary et al.,
2017).

Societal and organizational attention to implicit bias has
generally been increasing over the past decades, as evidenced
by Google search trends (Greenwald et al., 2022), mentions
in presidential debates (Merica, 2016) and Supreme Court
opinions (Texas Department of Housing and Community
Affairs v. Inclusive Communities Project, Inc., 2015), and,
most relevant to the present purposes, the fact that decision-
makers spend billions of dollars every year to implement edu-
cational programs to address the presence and pernicious
consequences of implicit bias in their organizations (Lai
et al., 2023; Onyeador et al., 2021). Although these programs
are often referred to as trainings, that terminology evokes the
mistaken impression that such biases can be trained away
within a few hours. As such, the present paper relies on the
term implicit bias education (Lai et al., 2023) instead.

Although the stated reasons for implementing, and the
stated goals of, implicit bias education are often laudable, rel-
evant efforts have come under increasing scrutiny in both
academic psychology and beyond. Criticism tends to take
one of two forms: The first type of critique argues that
implicit bias education is inherently worthless or counterpro-
ductive; the second type of critique asserts that implicit bias
education could be valuable, but its presently widespread
implementations will not produce the expected positive out-
comes and can even backfire. The remainder of this paper
argues that although the first type of critique is misplaced,
the second type of critique is often warranted. As such, orga-
nizations require tools to decide whether an implicit bias edu-
cation activity is worth their investment; the MAIBE
(measurable, agentic, integrated, broad, and evidence-based)
checklist introduced in the second half of the paper can help
achieve this goal. The article concludes by calling for sus-
tained collaboration between academic psychologists and
organizational practitioners toward achieving mutually bene-
ficial goals in the area of implicit bias education.

Implicit Bias Education Can Have Value

The argument that implicit bias education is inherently
worthless or counterproductive has surfaced and resurfaced

in a number of different variations. The following section
reviews the five most frequent versions of this argument, pos-
iting, respectively, that (a) implicit bias is unchangeable; (b)
implicit bias, as measured in experimental social psychology,
has no real-world analogs; (c) implicit bias is unrelated to
biased behaviors or outcomes; (d ) attributing discrimination
to implicit bias absolves the perpetrator of discrimination
from the responsibility to rectify it; and (e) implicit bias is
a feature of environments — such as organizations, cities,
and countries — rather than individuals and thus must be
addressed at the structural, rather than individual, level.
I conclude that none of these arguments are sufficiently
well-supported by empirical evidence to obviate the need
or rationale for organizational implicit bias education.

Implicit Bias Can (and Does) Change

It has been argued that organizational implicit bias education
is inherently misguided because, once in place, implicit bias
is unchangeable. For example, according to Greenwald et al.
(2022), “[…] the mental associations that constitute implicit
biases are unavoidably acquired from the cultural atmosphere
in which one is immersed daily” (p. 9). This argument is
problematic for at least two reasons.

First, ample empirical evidence is now available to suggest
that implicit bias toward consequential social categories, such
as race, age, and sexual orientation is not only temporarily mal-
leable in response to a wide range of interventions but also has
the potential to change relatively quickly and noticeably at the
societal level (Kurdi & Charlesworth, 2023; Lai et al., 2014).
For example, Charlesworth and Banaji (2022) have docu-
mented a 65% decrease in anti-gay bias in the United States
between 2007 and 2020, whereas Kurdi et al. (2025a) have
observed a 20% increase in bias against dark-skinned people
internationally between 2009 and 2019. Although demonstra-
tions of enduring change in implicit bias in response to exper-
imental interventions are rare (but see Stier, 2025), such change
is clearly possible cognitively (Ferguson et al., 2024).
Accordingly, experimentally creating long-term implicit bias
change is an ambitious but attainable goal given the current
state of knowledge in experimental social psychology.

Second, as discussed in the “Include Measurable
Benchmarks” section below, organizational implicit bias edu-
cation need not be aimed at durably, or even temporarily, mod-
ifying employees’ implicit biases. Instead, the goals could
range from facilitating individuals’ self-awareness of biased
behaviors to improving the retention of minoritized employees
and from increasing participants’ familiarity with key insights
from experimental social psychology to improving the
bottom line by hiring the most qualified — rather than the
most stereotypically fitting — person for the job (although
for negative downstream consequences of the business case
for diversity, see Georgeac & Rattan, 2023). The achievement
of each of these goals could be supported by a decrease in
implicit bias; however, none of them are predicated on it.
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Implicit Bias Measures Have Real-World Analogs

According to a second argument, implicit bias education is
inherently misguided because commonly used implicit bias
measures, such as the IAT (Greenwald et al., 1998), sequen-
tial priming (Fazio et al., 1995), or the AMP (Payne et al.,
2005), do not measure unconscious biases, which can have
powerful effects in the world. Rather, they measure uninten-
tional biases, which purportedly do not operate outside the
lab. For example, according to Gawronski (in press), “[…]
there is no real-world counterpart to unintentional biases in
the categorization of stimuli on indirect measures” (p. 3).
This argument is problematic for at least two reasons.

First, this argument assumes that participants are con-
sciously aware of (that is, they can accurately introspect
on) their scores on commonly used implicit bias measures.
However, the current evidence supporting introspective
awareness of implicit bias is flimsy. Specifically, the well-
replicated finding that participants can predict their scores
on implicit bias measures above chance (and sometimes
even highly accurately; Goedderz et al., 2024) does not
imply awareness of the underlying biases. Instead, partici-
pants may well be making educated guesses in the same
way that they would if they were asked about other people.
Supporting this possibility, participants are able to infer
others’ implicit biases based on minimal demographic infor-
mation (Morris & Kurdi, 2023) and struggle to accurately
introspect on their own implicit biases newly created in the
lab (Kurdi et al., 2025b).

Second, this argument implies that unintentional forms of
bias, of which people are aware, do not operate in the real
world. This claim is obviously inaccurate, as demonstrated
by the three examples cited at the beginning of this paper.
For example, the attorney may immediately become aware
of the faux pas of asking their lesbian client about her
husband instead of her wife; however, once the question
has been uttered, the damage to the minoritized individual
will already have been done.

Implicit Bias Predicts Behavior; Implicit Bias Change
Can Support Behavior Change

According to a third argument, implicit bias education is
inherently misguided because commonly used implicit bias
measures are poor predictors of, and likely not causally
related to, biased behaviors. For example, according to
Brauer (2024), “[…] the causal impact of intergroup attitudes
on intergroup behaviors is limited” (p. 282). This argument is
problematic for at least two reasons.

First, three relevant meta-analyses have established a sig-
nificant statistical relationship between implicit bias and
biased behavior (Greenwald et al., 2009; Kurdi et al., 2019;
Oswald et al., 2013). Although the average correlation
between implicit bias and behavior is modest on average, it
is virtually identical to — if not somewhat stronger than —

the relationship between explicit bias and behavior (Kurdi
et al., 2019). Moreover, the relationship is reliably stronger
in studies that are methodologically rigorous (e.g., those
that rely on well-designed indirect measures and measures
of intergroup behavior that include both dominant and stig-
matized group targets). In addition, further gains in predictive
power could be achieved by improving measures of inter-
group behavior, recruiting larger samples, and using more
appropriate statistical techniques.

Second, although currently no solid evidence suggests that
changes in implicit bias are causally responsible for changes
in behavior (Forscher et al., 2019), this question is yet to be
investigated in methodologically sound, large-scale studies.
Moreover, even if implicit bias ultimately turns out to be caus-
ally unrelated to behavior, it is difficult to imagine successful
debiasing efforts without a change in biased social group atti-
tudes. For example, behavior change may temporarily be
maintained by external pressures (such as federal or corporate
policies); however, once the external pressure is removed,
organizations are likely to return to old practices unless
employees are internally motivated to keep relevant changes
in place (Plant & Devine, 1998). Indeed, instances of organi-
zations abandoning, and even explicitly renouncing, former
inclusion goals have abounded in U.S. higher education and
beyond since President Trump issued executive orders target-
ing diversity, equity, and inclusion programs (The Leadership
Conference on Civil and Human Rights, 2025).

Implicit Bias is Compatible with Moral Responsibility
for Change

According to a fourth argument, implicit bias education is
inherently misguided because relying on the concept of
implicit bias absolves perpetrators of discrimination from
the moral responsibility for their discriminatory behavior.
For example, according to Onyeador et al. (2021), “[…] mes-
saging that attributes discrimination to implicit bias rather
than explicit bias reduces accountability and punishment
for perpetrators of discrimination” (p. 23).

Although the idea that participants can see perpetrators as
less accountable for discrimination emerging from implicit,
rather than explicit, bias has received empirical support
(Daumeyer et al., 2019; Redford & Ratliff, 2016), this
finding does not make implicit bias education inherently
worthless or counterproductive. Given that the existence of
implicit bias and its importance in group-based discrimina-
tion is scientifically well-established, relevant facts should
not be withheld from participants of (implicit) bias education
programs for fear of how they will respond to this informa-
tion (Lai et al., 2023).

Rather, the question is how programs can be designed in
such a way as to make participants both motivated and
empowered to assume accountability for biased behaviors.
In fact, moral philosophers have argued that people are just
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as morally accountable for implicit as they are for explicit
biases (Brownstein, 2016). Moreover, feedback about being
implicitly biased can motivate change in intergroup behav-
iors as long as one is willing to accept personal responsibility
for their implicit biases (Howell et al., 2024). As such, under
the right psychological conditions— which can be facilitated
using the appropriate educational tools — learning about
implicit bias need not be incompatible with, and can even
spur on, egalitarian behaviors.

Implicit Bias is a Feature of Individuals and
Environments; Social Change is Predicated on
Individuals’ Actions

An emerging and highly influential line of work by Payne
and colleagues (2017) has argued that implicit bias should
be understood as a feature of environments — such as orga-
nizations, cities, and countries — rather than individuals.
Supporting this argument, correlations between implicit
bias and biased outcomes are often higher at the level of geo-
graphic units than at the level of individuals (Calanchini
et al., 2022); moreover, implicit bias seems to be more
stable over time at the level of geographic units than at the
individual level (Vuletich & Payne, 2019). This framework
has been used to argue that “[…] we should be focusing
more on ways to change the system in which individuals
operate rather than trying to change individuals” (Brauer,
p. 288). This argument is problematic for at least two reasons.

First, available evidence persuasively demonstrates the
value of conceptualizing implicit bias as being situated at
the aggregate level, but these demonstrations do not show
that individuals are inconsequential. In fact, several pieces
of evidence suggest that individuals differ from each other
meaningfully and predictably in implicit bias. Among other
things, implicit bias varies in expected ways across social
group boundaries (for example, between Black and White
Americans; Morehouse & Banaji, 2023); implicit bias mea-
sures can reveal reliable individual differences if adminis-
tered repeatedly (Carpenter et al., 2022); and implicit bias
can predict individual-level behavior relatively well in meth-
odologically rigorous studies (Kurdi et al., 2019).

Second, even if implicit bias is better understood as situ-
ated at the collective rather than the individual level,
change in implicit bias and in the consequential outcomes
correlated with it is predicated on the (collective) actions of
individuals (Madva et al., 2024), especially under societal
conditions that are not conducive to facilitating and sustain-
ing such change. Individuals, in turn, can become motivated
to effect change only if they are knowledgeable about
implicit bias and social group-based inequality more
broadly. As mentioned above, top-down organizational
change in the absence of individual change in knowledge,
values, and intrinsic motivation will likely be fleeting as
external circumstances change (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Implicit Bias Education Requires
Fundamental Reorientation: the MAIBE
Checklist

As argued above, implicit bias education is not inherently
worthless. However, as asserted by several relevant critiques
(e.g., Dobbin & Kalev, 2016, 2021; Greenwald et al., 2022;
Onyeador et al., 2021; Schmader et al., 2022), implicit bias
education in its current form is often ineffective in producing
the desired outcomes; therefore, it could and should be imple-
mented differently. Indeed, current practices stand to be sub-
stantively improved by making implicit bias education
measurable, agentic, integrated, broad, and evidence-based
(MAIBE). The checklist provided below should be under-
stood as an initial suggestion for improvement; over the
years, it will hopefully be refined as more relevant data
become available.

Include Measurable Benchmarks

The effectiveness of implicit bias education is rarely mea-
sured (Lai et al., 2023; Paluck et al., 2021; for notable excep-
tions, see Hawkins et al., 2023; Onyeador et al., 2025). This
practice is understandable if the sole purpose of such educa-
tion is to ensure that an organization has something to which
point in case it is sued for discrimination; indeed, for-profit
bias education organizations are ready and willing to
provide legal cover for the appropriate remuneration
(Dobbin & Kalev, 2016). However, if implicit bias education
is to have any purpose beyond offering legal protection, its
effectiveness should be measured, for multiple reasons.

First, as with any other type of education, articulating the
measurable goals of the activity will make the activity more
effective (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). Second, if the goal
to which the organization aspires is not realistically achievable
— such as rooting out implicit bias with a two-hour online
course — competent academic psychologists and professionals
can inform the organization of this fact and help the organization
set more achievable targets. Third, social group-based biases are
complex and multifaceted (Schmader et al., 2022), and implicit
bias education can serve a multitude of goals, including cogni-
tive, affective, and behavioral ones (Bezrukova et al., 2016).
Making educational goals more explicit is the first step
toward ensuring that educational activities can be tailored to
better fit the priorities of the organization.

Fourth, naturalistic organizational data could provide a
valuable new setting for academic psychologists to test pre-
dictions of existing theories and to develop new ones.
Expanding the scope of research on attitude and stereotype
change in this way would be especially helpful given that rel-
evant processes are often studied only in the artificial context
of quick online studies involving fictitious targets (Kurdi
et al., 2022). Although such research has generated many
important insights into basic mechanisms of social learning
and memory, its generalizability to real-world settings
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cannot simply be assumed without empirical testing
(Ferguson et al., 2024).

Foreground Epistemic Agency

Educational activities are more likely to succeed if learners
are treated as autonomous individuals with epistemic
agency rather than empty vessels into which an omniscient
educator can pour new information from a position of episte-
mic and moral superiority (Lai et al., 2023; Reeve, 2013).
This insight likely applies all the more strongly to socially
sensitive domains, such as social group-based biases, where
an educator’s (real or perceived) haughtiness (Howell et al.,
2024), and even a requirement to attend implicit bias training
(Dobbin & Kalev, 2016), can result in backlash effects.

A voluminous and complementary experimental literature
now suggests that when participants actively reject informa-
tion that they encounter, implicit bias change can fail to
occur. Specifically, contrary to early theories suggesting
that a change in environmental co-occurrences (e.g., expo-
sure to positive Black exemplars or female surgeons) is suf-
ficient to mitigate or even eradicate implicit bias, it has now
been demonstrated dozens of times that the way in which par-
ticipants reason about relevant evidence can considerably
impact whether and how implicit biases change (De
Houwer et al., 2020). As such, the goals of implicit bias edu-
cation can easily be thwarted if learners become motivated to
reason relevant information away, for example because they
feel that organizations or educators do not respect their
agency and autonomy.

Integrate Implicit Bias Education into a Larger Toolbox

Implicit bias education will likely be more effective if inte-
grated into a larger toolbox of organizational policies and
practices, especially if the goal is to improve outcomes
related to the hiring, retention, and belonging of minoritized
employees. Such additional measures have been described in
detail elsewhere and include (a) mentorship programs
(Dobbin & Kalev, 2016); (b) diversity task forces (Dobbin
& Kalev, 2016); (c) diversity managers (Dobbin & Kalev,
2016), (d) analyses of existing organizational data to
uncover instances of group-based discrimination (Greenwald
et al., 2022); (e) preventative measures to interfere with the
operation of bias, such as blinding decision-makers to appli-
cants’ demographic identities or removing discretion from
decision-making processes (Greenwald et al., 2022;
Onyeador et al., 2021; Schmader et al., 2022); and ( f ) struc-
tural changes at the organizational level, including creating
opportunities for contact across group boundaries, establishing
affinity groups for underrepresented employees, and making
organizational messaging more welcoming and inclusive
(Onyeador et al., 2021).

The approaches listed above should not be seen as mutu-
ally exclusive but are rather likely to be mutually reinforcing

as part of a larger toolbox. For example, as argued earlier,
organizational policies, such as the creation of affinity
groups, will be more likely to endure if they represent indi-
viduals’ genuinely held values and intrinsic motivations;
these values and motivations, in turn, can be facilitated by
appropriately designed organizational efforts. However,
more empirical evidence is needed on potential synergies
across the tools listed above; notably, synergies might
differ depending on the key goals of implicit bias education
(e.g., increasing managers’ knowledge levels vs. improving
retention of minoritized employees).

Make Implicit Bias Education Broad

The overwhelming majority of implicit bias education pro-
grams relies on light-touch, single-shot interventions
(Paluck et al., 2021), such as an hourlong online module to
be completed by new employees. Whatever the main goal,
such efforts are likely to be ineffective. Implicit biases —
along with explicit biases, knowledge, and values — are
the result of developmental, cognitive, and social processes
that unfold over the course of decades rather than minutes
or hours. Consequently, hoping to achieve change, and espe-
cially lasting change, from one-off activities is psychologi-
cally unrealistic (Lai et al., 2016). These considerations are
especially pertinent if the goals of implicit bias education
also include change in institutional structures, given that
institutions often remain calcified even after individual
minds and behaviors have changed (Faghih & Samadi, 2024).

As such, if implicit bias education is to have a chance to
succeed, it should be broad, in multiple ways. First, it
should unfold over the course of months and years, rather
than over the course of minutes or hours. Second, in addition
to merely providing counterattitudinal information, it should
equip participants with the tools to deal with bias-reinforcing
information that they are likely to encounter in their daily
lives (Devine et al., 2012; Ferguson et al., 2024; Forscher
et al., 2017). Third, given the well-known context-sensitivity
of learning effects (Gawronski et al., 2018), implicit bias edu-
cation should become a part of participants’ daily routines,
e.g., via an online app downloaded on their phones, rather
than remain tied to one particular context. Fourth, if materials
follow human-centered design principles and are therefore
easy and fun to use (Carey, 2024), participants will be
more likely to spontaneously return to them, thus potentially
making learning effects more enduring.

Base Implicit Bias Education in Empirical Evidence

Experimental social psychologists have deep disagreements
about the potential merits and drawbacks of implicit bias edu-
cation. Indeed, as demonstrated by the discussions above, no
scientific consensus regarding the key questions motivating
this review currently exists. However, although scientists’
conclusions can diverge — and sometimes diverge sharply
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— they all base their conclusions on shared empirical evi-
dence. As such, whenever organizations consider implement-
ing implicit bias education, decision-makers should ensure
that any individual or business entrusted with that task
follows practices that are informed by, and rooted in, the
science of the human mind and behavior. Otherwise, the
only benefit of implicit bias education will likely be some
degree of protection in lawsuits alleging the violation of anti-
discrimination laws (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016), without any
further change in organizational outcomes of interest, be it
the subjective well-being of minoritized employees, the self-
efficacy of those from majority groups in controlling their
biases, or the smooth operation of diverse teams.

Conclusion

Organizations collectively spend billions of dollars on
implicit bias education every year. Although such education
is not inherently worthless or counterproductive, the current
practice of implicit bias education leaves much to be
desired. Major improvements could be achieved by making
relevant educational efforts agentic, integrated with other
tools and policies, broad, and informed by relevant empirical
evidence. Most important, any progress in this area is
predicated on explicitly defining the goals of implicit bias
education, which can be vastly different depending on orga-
nizations’ priorities, and rigorously measuring progress
toward these goals. Academic psychologists have ample
expertise and experience designing interventions and analyz-
ing the resulting data, whereas organizational practitioners
are intimately familiar with the possibilities and constraints
of their institutions. Accordingly, implicit bias education
that can both achieve positive organizational change and con-
tribute to creating generalizable knowledge about the human
mind and behavior requires building lasting and synergistic
partnerships between the two sectors.
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