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PRAISE FOR ROBERT LIVINGSTON AND THE CONVERSATION

‘Dr Robert Livingston is a leader in identifying steps to combat bias, and his work is a critical resource for those committed to expanding inclusion and belonging. At Airbnb we have been lucky to partner with him on these important efforts, and know that The Conversation will be a tool for anyone seeking to advance equality’

BRIAN CHESKY, co-founder and CEO, Airbnb

‘Social justice is a long game, and it has to start with awareness of the problem. Dr Livingston’s book, just like his live presentations, is one of the most compelling articulations of the problems of racism and discrimination that I have encountered. When a company is prepared to do serious work, the results can be extraordinary. This wonderful book is the place to start. The Conversation manages to be both intellectually compelling and substantive while also being infused with warmth and humour, just like Robert. I highly recommend it’

LAURA W. MURPHY, civil rights activist, consultant and former director, ACLU Washington Legislative Office

‘An extraordinarily timely book … Just as companies and organizations in the United States and around the world are focusing anew on the entrenched bias in their culture, The Conversation comes along to offer a path forward. Robert Livingston has digested his authoritative understanding of the science into a remarkably approachable volume, one that is animated by his storytelling and voice on the page. The Conversation is a major achievement, one that is poised to play a significant role in improving our understanding of bias and addressing systemic racism in the workplace’

ROBIN J. ELY, Diane Doerge Wilson Professor of Business Administration, Harvard Business School

‘After devoting decades of his life working to end systemic racism, Livingston speaks not only with authority but with a refreshing optimism. The thousands of hours he has spent with community leaders across the country have shown that when conversations are candid and respectful, Americans can indeed come together’

DAVID GERGEN, CNN political analyst, adviser to four U.S. presidents and Professor of Public Service, Harvard Kennedy School

‘As a product and business innovator, I like to think about how to design globally and execute locally. This is just as necessary when it comes to a company’s culture. Candid conversations are among the best ways to dispel myths and false narratives around diversity that hold us back, but we need factual information and a framework. The Conversation offers exactly these things. This book should be required reading for leaders and all those who share the goal of a more equitable future’

WILLIAM P. GIPSON, retired chief diversity and inclusion officer, Procter & Gamble

‘The Conversation should be required reading for organizations and individuals that are committed to change. Livingston has made the important and challenging task of truly addressing systemic racism within an organization approachable and achievable. These aren’t easy steps, but they are essential for businesses and leaders looking to make a powerful and necessary difference’

ALEX TIMM, co-founder and CEO, Root Insurance Company

‘This book is a wonderful combination of solid science and gripping storytelling. With clarity and wisdom, Livingston lays out why racism is a problem, why we should care and what we can do about it. Each chapter sparkles with insights drawn from the sciences, the humanities and Livingston’s own experience … A rare book that is not just intelligent and entertaining, but also profound and humane’

SELIN KESEBIR, Associate Professor of Organizational Behaviour, London Business School

‘A timely and much-needed guide for leaders who value inclusion and want to dismantle systemic racism … The Conversation is an engaging, practical guide based on scientific research that is as relevant in the workplace as it is in our personal lives. With easy-to-implement actions that move the needle, it should be required reading for anyone in human resources, diversity and talent functions’

RITA MITJANS, retired chief diversity and social responsibility officer, ADP

‘Systemic racism is a part of our past, is sadly part of our present and will be part of our future if we don’t educate ourselves on its realities. We all need to seek the truth and be willing to have the uncomfortable conversations necessary to transform ourselves and our organizations. Livingston’s thoughtful and instructive book will help us all start these important conversations’

MIKE KAUFMANN, CEO, Cardinal Health

‘Livingston’s expertise as a researcher, teacher and practitioner is on full display in The Conversation. This book provides a practical, science-based approach for addressing the seemingly intractable problem of racial inequality in contemporary organizations … A timely and important book’

MIGUEL M. UNZUETA, Professor and Senior Associate Dean, UCLA Anderson School of Management

‘Dr Livingston has a unique ability to reach diverse audiences, including those who are new to equity and inclusion work and those who are leaders in the field’

LETICIA SMITH-EVANS HAYNES, Vice President for Institutional Diversity, Equity and Inclusion, Williams College

‘Robert Livingston is one of America’s most respected social psychologists studying diversity. Robert has a unique ability to strip out the judgmentalism that can warp people’s thinking about race and racism; he can treat a difficult topic scientifically, and therefore he can reach a broad audience, educate them about the research and bring them along when he talks about solutions’

JONATHAN HAIDT, Thomas Cooley Professor of Ethical Leadership, NYU Stern School of Business and bestselling author of The Righteous Mind

‘I met Dr Livingston in 2013 when he made the first of many trips to Asheville to educate our county and city leaders on how racism shows up in organizations. His presentation awakened us to what was possible if we had the courage and commitment to do the work. Fast-forward to today and the progress that Asheville and Buncombe County have made toward reparations and greater racial equity, and you can see Robert’s handprint in shaping this change. The Conversation is a testament to Dr Livingston’s storytelling skill as he deftly weaves research with vivid examples to make the case for how and why change is possible. This book is a must-read’

LISA EBY, former human resources and community engagement director, government of Buncombe County, North Carolina

‘The Conversation strikes a perfect balance between science and storytelling, facts and feelings – a balance that is so crucial and yet so rare to find when it comes to discussions around race, privilege and bias. Dr Livingston is incredibly generous with his stories, research and expertise in this brilliant, thought-provoking book, teaching us the nuances, subtleties and emotional intelligence necessary for these conversations’

ROSHNI GOYATE and LEYYA SATTAR, co-founders of the award-winning diversity consultancy The Other Box
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Preface

The Conversation: How Talking Honestly About Racism Can Radically Transform Individuals and Organizations is a tool for leaders and ordinary citizens to engage in productive dialogue around one of the most important and pressing issues of our time—racism. The first barrier to having this discussion is the widespread belief that racism is a thing of the past. Another barrier is the belief that racism is something that is unique to America, or South Africa, or places with a long history and practice of slavery or apartheid. The underlying assumption is that racism—to the extent that it exists at all—has a much lower prevalence and relevance in a country like the United Kingdom. I used to think the same—until I moved from the U.S. to the UK.

One thing that I learned during the years that I spent living and working in the UK was how surprisingly similar the nature of racism is in the two countries. Don’t get me wrong—there are myriad nuanced distinctions in how race gets played out in a largely caste-based system like the U.S. compared to a largely class-based system like the UK (“largely” because each country clearly contains elements of the other system). But, by and large, the phenomenon manifests itself in pretty much the same way. People of color in the UK endure the same microaggressions and systemic racism as those in the United States.

One recent and well-known example of microaggression is the case of Alexandra Wilson, the twenty-five-year-old barrister who was mistaken for a defendant when she entered the courtroom. After speaking with her client, she attempted to enter the courtroom to discuss the case with the prosecutor. She was told by another barrister sitting in the courtroom to sign in with the usher for her case. She once again explained that she was a barrister. Finally, the clerk for the prosecutor asked her to wait outside until it was time for her case. Three times in one day a Black barrister was effectively told—in words and deeds—that she could not be a barrister. Presumably, she could very well have been a criminal defendant.

This is not a rare or isolated occurrence. More systemic investigations of racial discrimination in the UK have revealed results that are similar to—or in some cases, worse than—results obtained in the U.S. For example, a well-known American study examining the impact of ethnic-sounding names on the likelihood of interview callbacks found that Emily Walsh or Greg Walton are 50 percent more likely to get a callback compared with stereotypically Black names such as Lakisha Washington or Tyrone Jackson. A similar study conducted in Britain obtained almost identical results. For every ten positive responses that James or Emily received, Akintunde or Yasmin received only six—making the callback rate for presumably White Britons about 67 percent higher than that of African or Pakistani Britons. Other studies conducted by the Guardian have also found disparities in the callback rate of White and BAME job applicants.

Finally, we have many structural indicators of racism in both countries. If we look at who occupies positions of power in the U.S. and the UK we see a very similar profile—White males. For example, only 2 percent of FTSE 100 CEO positions are occupied by non-Whites (and only 5 percent by women). Thus, over 90 percent of these positions are occupied by White males. In the U.S., slightly more than 2 percent of Fortune 500 CEO positions are occupied by non-Whites and 7 percent are occupied by women. Again, 90 percent of CEO positions in leading corporations are occupied by White males. According to a Colour of Power report released in the UK, we find very similar patterns of White male leadership across a number of sectors including top law firms, media agencies, NHS trusts, sport managers, intelligence agencies, and government ministers.

Again, there are differences. For example, the gun laws in the U.S. create a higher opportunity for police shootings than in the UK, where de-escalation techniques are more relied upon. However, it is important to bear in mind that it wasn’t a gun that killed George Floyd. And in the UK, people of color are more likely to suffer at the hands of the criminal justice system. Although Black people make up only 3 percent of the population in England and Wales, they comprise fully 12 percent of the prison population. Black people are more than three times more likely to be arrested and more than nine times more likely to be stopped and searched compared to White people in England and Wales.

In the education sector, the disparities look just as grim. Over 96 percent of all headteachers in Britain are White. The disparities in higher education were especially striking and salient to me. I was the only Black member of the professoriate—not just within my school, but with the entire university—and one of only a handful of Black professors in the whole country. Interpersonal, organizational, and structural racism are not uniquely American problems—they are human problems. After reading The Conversation you will not only have a much better understanding of why racism is so pervasive—across country and context—but also a clearer idea of what you can do to fix it. The very first step in making headway toward racial progress is acknowledging that the problem is not one that lies elsewhere. It is also one that resides here.

Racism is prevalent in the UK, and as you read this book, I would like for you to reflect on how the manifestation of individual and institutional racism in the U.S. is similar and relevant to instances of racism in the UK. Some chapters delve into the history of racism in the U.S.—such as the enslavement of Africans and the internment of Asians. Was Britain guilty or complicit in the slave trade? Did slavery actually exist within Britain? How does the internment of the Japanese in the U.S. relate to the treatment of the Windrush generation, for example? Some chapters are not bound by geographical location at all. What are your values and morals? Do your prioritize power and status over fairness and equity?

Race is a taboo topic that many find draining. Therefore, people often shy away from talking about race for fear of worsening the problem and damaging relationships in the process. This is especially true in Britain where the culture leans toward being more reserved and conflict avoidant. However, the truth must be faced if there is any hope of attaining the goal of racial equality. This book will guide you through how you can go from not being racist to actively being anti-racist.

THE OSTRICH AND THE SHARK

The Conversation was written with almost everyone in mind, with the exception of “ostriches” and “sharks.” An ostrich is someone who has a strong commitment to avoiding the truth at any cost, particularly uncomfortable or inconvenient truths. They prefer to keep their head buried in the sand and will resist any attempt to unearth it. There is a scientific term for this tendency—deliberate ignorance. Unlike wishful thinking, or motivated reasoning (which we will discuss in chapter 1), deliberate ignorance is very much a conscious and intentional process rather than an unconscious defense mechanism. I recognize the emotional benefits of ignorance and understand anyone’s decision to retain this blissful state. However, this book simply wasn’t written for people who have no appetite or desire for the truth.

I also did not write the book for “sharks.” A shark is someone who is driven by dominance, oppression, and exploitation. Unlike ostriches, many sharks tend to see the truth about racial inequity quite clearly. The problem is that they have little concern for social justice or equality—what they want is power. To be clear, I am referring to (coercive) “power over” people and resources rather than (inspirational) “power to” do great things for others. They are deeply invested in maintaining a food chain that places themselves at the top and aren’t bothered if other fish get gobbled up in the process. To them, that’s just the way ocean life goes.

The Conversation was written for “dolphins”—intellectually curious, socially engaged, compassionate cetaceans who understand the value of community. They might not always swim in the right direction and may sometimes bump beaks with others in the pod, but they are open to learning and have the courage to venture to unfamiliar seas. The book is for concerned citizens of any race, ethnicity, class, educational background, or political ideology who want to better understand how racism operates and what they can do as individuals or collectives to combat it. If you’re still reading, then you are probably a dolphin. Keep swimming.




Introduction

The lecture hall on the campus of Harvard University was abuzz with the amped-up energy of students arriving for their first day of class. These “students,” however, were far from undergraduates. They were a motley crew of corporate leaders, police chiefs, university presidents, military brass, NGO directors, elected officials, social activists, and entrepreneurs.

As they filed into their seats, I couldn’t help but notice “Ted,” in part due to his towering stature and shiny bald head and in part due to his demeanor. He seemed slightly uneasy and withdrawn. Was his discomfort the result of being surrounded by dozens of strangers from all over the world, or was it related to the topic of the course? I soon discovered that it was the latter. Unlike the other attendees, Ted had no desire whatsoever to attend my six-day executive education course on strategies for building diversity, equity, and inclusion. No way. In fact, he had intended to enroll in a course on authentic leadership that was being offered during the same week. A registration error had landed him in my course instead. A self-described “polite Midwesterner,” Ted went along with the mix-up, despite a healthy dose of disappointment and trepidation.

“Oh boy, this is going to be the longest week of my life!” he later admitted thinking as he sat in the lecture hall, preparing himself for what he assumed would be the “Let’s beat up on the White guy class.”

Ted served as mayor of a small but affluent city located about twenty miles from a Midwestern metropolis. He had grown up on a farm and in many ways fit the country stereotype. He is a strapping man—six-foot-five with a ruddy complexion and a shaved head—the kind of guy who prefers jeans over slacks. Ted began his career as a firefighter in his early twenties and over time rose to become the fire chief before transitioning to his role as the city’s chief administrator. He had been surrounded by Whiteness his whole life, both in his hometown and in the nearby city that he ran.

Ted didn’t say much that first morning. He sat quietly, intensely absorbing the course material and commentaries from his classmates. It was his first time learning about the dynamics of structural racism and the numerous disparities that it creates. His face expressed a combination of curiosity and skepticism.

When he finally raised his hand, during a discussion on implicit bias, his first comment was “So I guess this means I’m a bigot.”

“I’m not sure, Ted,” I replied. “But that’s not a term that I’d use. We all have some type of bias. What differentiates us is what we choose to do about it. We may not be able to control our thoughts, but we have the power to determine our actions.”

Throughout that week Ted’s assumptions about the world were challenged. The course stretched his comfort zone. After all, he was seeing more racial diversity in one classroom than in his entire hometown. As the days and hours went on, I saw Ted’s discomfort dissipate. The fifty-some participants were together almost every waking hour—breakfast, classes, excursions, lunch, dinner, cocktails … more cocktails. New friendships were formed.

For many of the students, the course was as much about building relationships with one another and with me as it was about honing skills and expertise. Earlier in my career, I was taken by surprise when people who attended my courses seemed intent on getting to know me personally, asking about my childhood hobbies or my favorite foods. Why would they care? What I’ve learned over the years, however, is that those hours of small talk dramatically increase the likelihood that people will hear me during the hours of formal presentations. Relationships provide a portal for facts to enter and learning to occur. They create what Bryan Stevenson, founder and executive director of the Equal Justice Initiative and author of Just Mercy, refers to as “proximity.” People need to get proximate to one another for change to occur.

My hope is that The Conversation will bring people together to talk honestly about race, with the goal of creating profound and sustainable social change. What differentiates The Conversation from many other books on race is that it is neither a thesis nor a testimonial. My primary aim is not to bolster support for a scholarly hypothesis or assumption. And it is not to give an autobiographical account of my personal experiences with racism. You can find several superb and inspirational examples of these respective genres, including Stamped from the Beginning by Ibram Kendi and Between the World and Me by Ta-Nehisi Coates, just to name a couple. Instead, The Conversation is a tool—a road map and compass for our shared journey toward a more racially just and equitable destination. Its goal is to help us collectively make progress toward solving the perennial problem of racism—particularly as it relates to anti-Black racism in the United States. It’s an ambitious endeavor, to say the least, but I am an optimist.

However, it’s not blind optimism. Here’s a little-known truth: Racial equity is an achievable goal. That’s not just my opinion—logic, data, and scientific evidence all speak to the solvability of racism. In addition to being achievable, racial equity is desirable. The overwhelming majority of Americans from all walks of life agree that for the country to reach its full potential, all individuals, regardless of race, must have equal rights, the same economic opportunities, and the same access to quality education: 96 percent of Blacks agree, 93 percent of Hispanics agree, and 93 percent of Whites agree.1 Moreover, at least 90 percent of respondents from each of the groups believe that establishing greater equity across people of all backgrounds is critical for moving the country forward.

If racial equity is both desirable and attainable, then the key questions are: Why hasn’t it happened yet, and how can we make it happen now? The Conversation aspires to provide answers to these very important questions.

Like other challenges facing individuals (for example, weight loss) and the world (for example, climate change), the problem of racism can be solved, in theory, with the right information, investment, strategy, and implementation. This endeavor has been my life’s work for over twenty years. As an academic, I have published research in leading scientific journals on the psychological and organizational implications of racism and sexism. As a practitioner, I have put this knowledge to work serving as a diversity consultant to scores of Fortune 500 companies, police departments, hospitals, universities, federal agencies, and nonprofit organizations. To give but one example of the work I have done: Brian Chesky, CEO of Airbnb, identified me in Time magazine as a member of the team assembled to combat discrimination on the company’s online platform—designing an antibias training module that was rolled out to millions of users.

Over my years working with this broad range of clients, I have developed and implemented a set of practices that turns difficult conversations about race into productive outcomes. Because my approach is solution oriented—and it works—many have encouraged me to distill it into a book. The Conversation is the fruit of that effort.

Here is a peek into my approach: I do not rely too heavily on carrots or sticks. Although external incentives can be useful when used sparingly and strategically, I have learned that they are of limited effectiveness if the goal is to produce long-term change. Established research has shown that putting too much emphasis on incentives can undermine intrinsic commitment and motivation.2 For example, organizational psychologist Frederick Herzberg has argued that negative incentives, or what he refers to as “KITA” (kick in the @$!), can produce movement in the workplace—people will often do what you want if you wave around a stick.3 However, KITA will not lead to a lasting commitment to adopting new behaviors—and will often result in a pendulum swing in the opposite direction. To get people truly motivated, engaged, and devoted to a course of action, they must develop a greater understanding, appreciation, and responsibility for the work that is being undertaken and the reasons behind it.

This isn’t just a workplace phenomenon. Anyone with kids knows that time-outs, or treats, only go so far. At some point, you have to sit down and talk to your kids so that they understand why they should be behaving in a particular way. Adults are no different. If we could change behavior by simply relying on lawsuits, then many companies would be overflowing with racial diversity. If a swift, hard kick in the @$! could end racism, then we would have eliminated it over 150 years ago with the Civil War. Although many of the formal discriminatory practices in the South were abolished in the wake of the Civil War, the strong motivation to uphold racism did not end with the war. On the contrary, the South, despite being battered and defeated, doubled down on its commitment to racism. New discriminatory structures and policies (such as Jim Crow laws) emerged to replace the old ones. The lesson is simple: If we want to make profound and sustainable racial progress in organizations and society, then we have to reach people on a deeper intellectual, emotional, and moral level.

THE POWER OF CONVERSATION

You might be wondering why I decided to call the book The Conversation. It is because conversation is one of the most powerful ways to build knowledge, awareness, and empathy, and ultimately effect change. Conversation is also a primal way for people to form bonds, build trust, and create community. Research has shown that people become connected on a neural level during conversation4 and that even imagining conversation with others can increase the likelihood of cooperation in difficult social situations.5 Studies also show that being given the opportunity to have a conversation, in addition to being exposed to new information, can make all of the difference in changing people’s behaviors. For example, a classic experiment by Kurt Lewin in 1952 investigated how to persuade volunteers at the Red Cross to serve more nutritionally rich organ meat. The researchers had two conditions in this field experiment. In the first condition, they provided information about the nutritional and societal benefits of serving more organ meat (i.e., kidneys, hearts, throat glands). In the second condition, they not only provided the same information on the benefits of serving organ meat—they also gave the women the opportunity to discuss it. Thus, the only difference between the two conditions was that one condition had the opportunity for conversation and one did not. The outcome of interest was whether the women actually began serving organ meat. In the information-only condition, about 3 percent of the women started serving organ meat. However, in the condition that provided information and gave subjects the opportunity to discuss it, more than ten times the number of women (i.e., 32 percent) started serving organ meat.6 Conversation made a huge difference in changing behaviors.

Our most impactful and consequential learning occurs through our relationships with other people. We are much more likely to talk to, listen to, influence, and be influenced by those who are part of our familial, social, or professional networks. Making progress toward racial equity requires the concerted effort of an entire community. A productive conversation also requires a baseline of real knowledge and factual information.

What I refer to as The Conversation (capital T, capital C) is a candid sharing of perspectives on race—grounded in facts—that leads to greater awareness, empathy, and action. Occasionally someone will tell me, “Oh, I know all this stuff already.” But as demonstrated in the organ meat study, change is not the simple result of information. Furthermore, there is a big difference between information (what is factually true) and presumption (what is assumed to be true)—and between simple information (knowing what is true) and deeper understanding (knowing why it is true). One of the primary goals of this book is to provide knowledge in order to facilitate informed conversation. Education, conversation, and action—in that order. Let’s take a closer look at the critical importance of fact-based knowledge.

THE SYNERGISTIC RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN INFORMATION AND CONVERSATION

What the organ meat study revealed is that the presence of factual information and social dialogue can lead to productive change in behaviors and outcomes. But how can we know what information reflects fact versus opinion? Science is useful for disentangling the two. When scientists conduct an experiment, they often begin with a hunch, presumption, or informed opinion about what the outcome will be. This is called a hypothesis. Here’s an example of a hypothesis: White people, on average, will offer help to another White person more often than to a Black person lying on the sidewalk. That sounds like a sensible prediction. But is it really true? The only way to know for sure is to test the assumption, or hypothesis. It is also important to provide context. As we will learn in Chapter 2, racial bias is very complicated. Sometimes White people will help other Whites more than Blacks. Sometimes they will help other White people less than Black people. And sometimes they will help both groups equally.7 This complexity reveals why testing is so important.

Scientists and practitioners spend months, and often years, rigorously testing their hypotheses—so that they can move beyond mere presumption to actual knowledge. They are only satisfied when there is hard evidence that confirms their assumptions.

However, many people—including some leaders—have little use for data and evidence. They believe what they believe—evidence or not—and to them presumption and knowledge are one and the same. That’s not how The Conversation treats the concept of knowledge. Throughout the book, we will lean on science as an arbiter of fact when it comes to assumptions about racism.

In the book, I will draw on research and data to answer many of the questions about the nature of racism, where it comes from, why everyone should care about it—and the steps that we can take to eradicate it.

In addition to knowing whether something is true, the second challenge is knowing why it is true. This reflects the subtle difference between knowledge and understanding. I love to cook, but I’m by no means a chef. I know what to do—for example, add yeast and a pinch of baking soda to bread dough—but I have no idea why I’m doing it. What is actually happening at a chemical level? Why do I have to put the dough on a cold surface? Why does it have to sit and rise for a specific amount of time? I am not quite sure. This lack of deep understanding would put me at a huge disadvantage if I were ever a contestant on the Food Network show Chopped, where you are handed a mystery basket of unusual and unexpected ingredients (e.g., blood sausage, pineapple, croissants, quail eggs) and given thirty minutes to combine the ingredients into a distinctive and delectable dish (e.g., a blood sausage bread pudding with roasted pineapple glaze). I wouldn’t possess sufficient understanding of the basic chemistry and physics (e.g., emulsification, convection) of culinary science to combine and engineer the ingredients in such a masterful way.

Similarly, many managers are “cooks” when it comes to understanding racism—they know the kitchen basics but not necessarily the whys and hows. Other managers do not know their way around a kitchen at all but are willing to learn. By the end of this book, you will be well on your way to becoming a master chef. As on Chopped, in many social and organizational situations you will find yourself without a cookbook or manual of step-by-step instructions. But that’s okay. After reading The Conversation you will be able to draw on a foundation of knowledge and understanding to help guide you. If you have a deeper understanding of what racial bias is, where it comes from, and when it is more or less likely to emerge, then you are in a better position to prevent it, or create interventions and solutions when it does occur.

CREATING A “RADICAL” TRANSFORMATION

The word radical often gets a bad rap. As I intend it, however, the word doesn’t refer to zeal or extremism but rather to radical’s true etymology—radix—the Latin word for “root” (and the root vegetable “radish”). My hope is that The Conversation will produce not a superficial but a “root,” foundational commitment to eradicate, or uproot, racism. I have witnessed radical change at the individual level and some at the organizational level, even if society at large has yet to show a “radical” change on racism. Nevertheless, I continue to think that profound societal-level change is possible, and I believe it will happen by leveraging the power of individuals and large organizations. Grassroots efforts, as well as pressure from organizations like FedEx and Nike, in getting the Washington Football Team to drop its racist mascot and moniker are one example of how individuals and organizations can promote antiracism. I will elaborate on other more complex and profound approaches and examples of antiracist strategies in the final chapters of the book.

To be clear, I am not claiming that conversation in general (or The Conversation more specifically) alone is a panacea, or that incentives are not important. Self-interest, economic gain, and short-term gratification can all be effective motivators. Sometimes carrots (or the threat of sticks) are necessary to bring people to the table in the first place. What I have discovered through my work and life experience, however, is that rewards and punishments can induce immediate and temporary movement but rarely generate profound and sustainable change. By contrast, conversation, if done in the right way, can be a powerful tool for bringing people together and developing support for enduring solutions.

Ultimately, people are the regulators and agents of social transformation, which means if enough people want change, then it will happen. But social change requires social exchange. In other words, we have to start talking to one another—especially those outside our social circle. Nothing will improve until we begin to have honest and informed conversations about race and decide, as a community, to do something about it. The problem is that many people feel uncomfortable or ill-equipped to talk about race—or they fear that talking about it will only make things worse. Or they dive in too quickly, without a clear structure or objective, and beat a hasty retreat once the dialogue becomes difficult.

The Conversation aims to change all that by increasing confidence, competence, and commitment to engage in racial dialogue. In this book, I have culled theory, data, and research from a range of scientific disciplines, including social psychology, behavioral economics, sociology, organizational behavior, political science, history, and evolutionary and molecular biology to address the fundamental question of how we can better name, understand, discuss, and resolve the problem of racism in society and the workplace. Social science is critical to this effort because it enables us to peer into our minds and into our reality in a way that our subjective perceptions alone do not allow. When we dive into the research findings, it is not to minimize the importance of personal feelings or opinions but rather to test and complement them by providing a more objective perspective on the world. To keep you engaged, I bring personal anecdotes and experiences to the table, integrating the science with vivid stories and metaphors that I hope readers find memorable.

To structure and guide The Conversation, the book follows my PRESS model (Problem Awareness, Root Cause Analysis, Empathy, Strategy, Sacrifice), which can be applied not just to racism but to any personal or societal challenge. The PRESS model is described in detail in my 2020 Harvard Business Review article “How to Promote Racial Equity in the Workplace” and in “Forum 1: How to Talk About the Problem,” the section that concludes Part 1. It provides a big-picture overview of the necessary steps to achieve stable and enduring racial progress. One secret to doing effective antiracism work is the ability to have open and informed Conversations about the nature of the problem, how to increase concern about the problem, and finally what can be and will be done to resolve it.

The Conversation was written to be accessible to everyone—whether you are a corporate executive in New York, a farmer in Nebraska, a factory worker in Milwaukee, a preacher in rural Utah, an entrepreneur in Atlanta, a police officer in San Diego, a schoolteacher in San Antonio, or a DJ in DC. It is for anyone who is bothered by the current level of racial tension, wants to learn more about its causes, and is invested in becoming part of the solution.

I ask for only one thing as you read the book—patience. Patience with yourself. Patience with others. And above all, patience with the process. After reading the first chapter or two, you may start thinking, “Just tell me what to do to fix it.” Please resist the impulse to skip ahead. Einstein once said that if he had only one hour to save the world, he would spend fifty-five minutes thinking deeply about the problem and only five minutes on the solution. A focus on solutions without thoroughly understanding the problem is akin to prescribing medicine without first diagnosing the patient’s condition. The palliative approach—soothing the symptoms without treating the underlying disease—is likely to be unproductive, or even counterproductive, in the long run. The same principle applies to social problems.

The book consists of a total of twelve chapters—designed to be read sequentially—with each chapter building on the previous one, like a miniseries. Each chapter might take, on average, about two hours to read. So the investment of reading time—to do The Conversation right—amounts to twenty-four hours, or one full day. In addition, each part concludes with a “Forum” section, which will help recap the most important topics covered in the part and offer Conversation starters aimed at generating instructive and productive Conversation with others in your family, organization, or community.

Are you willing to invest one day of your life to substantially improve our society? I am confident that it will be worth it.

Before we begin our journey, let’s return to Ted, the Midwestern mayor. By the end of the weeklong training, the reticent and skeptical Ted had turned into a fearless and passionate advocate for racial equity. In the years since our first encounter, I’ve flown to his city many times to conduct trainings and workshops for his workforce—police and fire departments, city managers, heads of parks and recreation, and the like. And these weren’t one-hour talks. He cleared his employees’ calendars for two full days of antiracism training. You can imagine how thrilled the attendees were about that. Almost as thrilled as Ted was when he first walked into my classroom.

Like Ted, many in the town’s workforce have also evolved over time. Now when I go back each year, the “cohort” from the previous year stops by to share sentiments about their continuing journey toward antiracism and offer their support to the new batch of attendees. It’s inspiring to witness because it’s not just lip service; it’s action. And Ted has led the charge. He’s faced down resistance and opposition. He’s changed policy. He’s changed practice. He’s changed the culture. He’s changed the community. He has changed himself. So much so that Ted now wants to dedicate himself to doing diversity, equity, and inclusion work full time.

My uncle Kenny and his family live in the city near Ted’s suburb. Whenever I go to visit my uncle, Ted will make the drive to his house. Everyone in my uncle’s family knows him at this point. He’s had dinner with my first cousins and second cousins. He’s had dinner with my friends from high school who happen to live in the area. The canine members of the family have even stopped barking at him. Uncle Kenny, a social worker and retired nonprofit foundation executive, is a local racial-justice activist, focusing on at-risk youth in the city. Ted and Uncle Kenny hang out together, even when I’m not in town. Ted inundates us with emails, texts, and links about race-related articles, documentaries, studies, and events. “Nephew, you’ve created a monster!” Uncle Kenny sometimes jokes. But we recognize his commitment and enthusiasm, as well as the effort, hard work, resources, and political capital—capital undoubtedly enhanced by the fact that he is a White man—that he’s spent to promote racial equity.

Ted is not a unicorn. There are millions of people in America just like him. In addition, there are many millions more civic-minded, community-invested, intellectually curious individuals who are already aware of the problem but are not sure what they can do to fix it. If those millions of people could have an honest Conversation about racism, then we could create real change. The Conversation was inspired by my work over the years with countless individuals and executives like Ted who have grown to embrace the mission of racial equity.

Given the devastating impact of racism in America, we must seize the opportunity to improve our community by committing to education, Conversation, and action. As intractable as it seems, racism is not an insurmountable problem. But we must be willing to put in the work. The most effective interventions produce not just reflexive reactions to rewards or punishments but a deeper engagement with the mind, heart, and soul. Let’s get started.
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Part I



CONDITION




CHAPTER ONE

Do We All Believe That Racism Exists?

Several winters ago, I was invited by a large corporation to conduct an antibias workshop. I would be working with a department of employees located in Appalachia that was roughly 98 percent male, 99 percent White, and 100 percent rural. As I drove to the venue, watching snow blanket the barren hillsides, I wondered what I had gotten myself into. The organizers had told me I would have my work cut out for me. The “fellas,” as I came to think of them, were highly skilled blue-collar employees—welders, plumbers, pipe fitters—who had a history of resisting efforts to promote diversity, equity, and inclusion.

Given the differences in our backgrounds, how was this group going to respond to my efforts? I am a Black man with a white-collar job who lives in a large city. Odds were good that they would assume we were opposites. And yet, lurking beneath the surface, I suspected that we might have some things in common. I was born and raised in Kentucky and am familiar with Appalachian culture. I am a man of faith. I am an outdoor sportsman. And because I rehab houses as a hobby, I know my way around power saws, nail guns, and sledgehammers.

Despite the possible points of similarity, I still felt a bit anxious. I had led hundreds of Conversations, trainings, and antibias workshops for organizations all across the United States and the world, with audiences spanning the entire spectrum of awareness and resistance. But I suspected that this crowd might be one of the toughest I had ever faced. The research-based approach that works so well for number-crunching executives who relish data and evidence would fall flat here. This audience would respond to facts, but I needed to present them in a different way. And we would have to do some relationship building before any facts were presented. They would never hear me if they could not relate to me.

Fortunately, the workshop was a multiday affair. There would be time to get to know one another before we dove into more controversial and potentially divisive topics. On the first day of the training, we spent much of our time engaged in conversations completely unrelated to race. We talked about the heavy snowfall. We talked about fishing and whether lures are better than live bait. We talked about our favorite sports teams. We talked about whether real chili is made with or without beans. We talked about their company’s widely admired benefits plan and how they dreamed of spending their time after retiring. We shared warm food, a generous supply of pastries, and freshly brewed coffee. Mostly, though, we just talked.

After a while, the group had grown more comfortable—and even started calling me “Doc” (I responded with “fellas”). As our conversation segued into a lighthearted chat about whether rich executives and CEOs should work at all or just retire and go fishing, I saw an opportunity to finally broach the subject of race and power. They knew that the Fortune 500 contained some of the nation’s largest and best-known companies, like Walmart, General Motors, Microsoft, McDonald’s, Amazon, and General Electric, and that these corporations were led by CEOs who typically earned millions of dollars per year.

“Hey, can anyone tell me how many CEOs there are in the Fortune 500?” I asked the group.

After a brief period of silence, one attendee looked around and muttered, “Uh, five hundred?”

“Yep, that’s right,” I replied. “Trick question. I wanted to see if you were all paying attention.” Laughter erupted.

“Okay, so here’s a more difficult question. Out of those five hundred CEOs, can anyone tell me how many are Black?”

After a short pause, a few hands went up. That any hands shot up at all was, I suspect, a consequence of the hours we’d spent talking about chili and fishing. I signaled to someone sitting close to me.

“Hmm … I’d say around a hundred,” he replied. A rumble spread across the room as others pondered the question aloud.

“Nah, I think it’s more than that,” another man asserted. “I’d say around a hundred and fifty,” he stated. The rumbling got louder.

I tried with limited success to maintain a poker face. Perhaps reading my expression, another respondent blurted out, “No way, guys. Y’all are way too high. I’m thinking it’s around seventy-five or eighty.” I remained silent.

“So what’s the answer, Doc?” someone finally asked.

I took a breath, looked around the room, and paused before uttering, “Five.”

A groan of disbelief spread through the crowd.

“And that includes both Black men and Black women,” I added.

The grumbling got louder. “Aw, I don’t buy that!” someone exclaimed. The hum of private conversations across the room increased. I heard one man utter “fake news,” and a few others chuckled.

“Okay, let’s do this,” I interjected calmly. “I want everyone to look into this when they get home tonight, and we’ll talk about it again tomorrow. Find a list of the Fortune 500 companies on the Internet. Then go to each company’s website and click on a link to the page where bios of the company leadership are displayed. Take a look at the photos of the CEOs. If they have so much as a rich golden tan, then I want you to check them off as being Black.” The humor lightened the mood a bit. “Let’s see how many Black people you come up with.”

The next morning the room was somber. Some of the fellas looked sheepish, others annoyed. But it was clear that facts had been absorbed and learning had taken place. Those who had done their homework knew something that they hadn’t known twenty-four hours earlier. This new information allowed us to shift the dialogue. Instead of simply speculating about whether the composition of Fortune 500 CEOs did or didn’t lack racial diversity, we began to have a conversation about why their guesses deviated so drastically from reality—and ultimately a conversation about why the Fortune 500 lacks racial and gender diversity in the first place. Once again, the hours we had spent getting to know one another had paid off. By this point they felt comfortable enough with me to open up about their feelings.

“When I turn on the TV, I see Obama, Oprah, Jay-Z, Beyoncé, all these rich and famous Black people,” one man, whom we will call “Jim,” exclaimed. “I live in a trailer. They are doing a helluva lot better than me!” Others nodded their agreement. This was an exciting moment for me, not just because the candor of Jim’s comment allowed us to kick-start a real and honest discussion but because the comment also provided an excellent example of a scientific concept that I would eventually introduce to them. The existence in Jim’s mind of a few easy-to-recall rich and successful Black exemplars had created the impression that Black people in general are richer and more successful than the reality. This is an example of the availability heuristic, a phenomenon discovered by Amos Tversky and Nobel Prize–winning social psychologist Daniel Kahneman, author of the bestselling book Thinking, Fast and Slow. It wasn’t the only factor that contributed to the fellas’ gross overestimation of the number of Black CEOs, but it was a clear starting point.

From the casual banter of the first day, we had now moved fully into The Conversation. We were having a candid exchange of perspectives on race, but grounded in facts. By discussing their thoughts about wealthy Black Americans, we were touching on racism credence, or people’s beliefs about the existence of anti-Black racism in the United States. What the fellas were telling me, as reflected in Jim’s comment and the assent of the others, was that they didn’t really see the need for all this diversity training, because Black people were doing just fine. In their opinion, it was the White man who was being stepped on. The notions of White privilege and systemic discrimination against minorities were a joke to them. Where was the privilege in their lives? Looking at me—someone they saw as not just a Black man but a financially secure, cultured, well-educated Harvard professor—they perceived way more privilege than they saw looking at one another. The fact that they even had to sit through this workshop added insult to injury.

The dynamic in my Conversation with the fellas that morning revealed a tension that arises in most of the trainings that I do—namely, how to reconcile a few executives’ desire for greater equity and inclusion with perceptions among many employees and middle managers (often referred to as the “frozen middle” when change initiatives handed down from above stagnate at this level) that there is no discrimination within an organization.

As I write these sentences, I can almost feel the tension of some of the readers rising. Some will be disturbed by what they perceive as the fellas’ utter ignorance and will be waiting for me to tell them off and set them straight. Other readers will be nodding along with the fellas, thinking, “Exactly! They get it!”

I’d like you to sit with those feelings for a moment and recall my plea for patience in the introduction. We will explore the big question of whether racism really exists in the chapters to come. For now, let’s continue to focus on racism credence or people’s beliefs about the existence of racism. Although facts matter, sometimes beliefs matter more. Beliefs, not facts, lead to choices (for example, hiring decisions), which lead to outcomes (for example, economic disparities). Therefore, it is just as important to understand the source of people’s beliefs about racism as it is to understand the reality of racism.

Before condoning or condemning people’s beliefs about racism, I would like to invite us to understand where those beliefs come from and bring them into alignment with the reality of inequality. New policies around diversity and inclusion are dramatically more likely to fail if there isn’t a critical mass of people within an organization who have an understanding of and appreciation for why the policies are being created and implemented in the first place. The first step in producing profound and sustainable change is raising awareness of the existence of a real problem. Otherwise, the solution will seem like the problem—and resistance will follow.

This is why I chose to begin the book with a chapter on racism credence. It turns out it’s not just the fellas who are skeptical about the existence of anti-Black racism—many White people do not believe that Black people are victims of racism and discrimination. Research by Michael Norton at Harvard Business School and Samuel Sommers at Tufts University shows that a large segment of the White American population believes that Whites now suffer the brunt of discrimination.1 These researchers asked a large random sample of White and Black Americans to report the extent to which they believed discrimination against Blacks and Whites existed in the United States. They also asked the same respondents to estimate the level of racial discrimination in the past, starting in the 1950s and progressing decade by decade to the 2000s. Both groups agreed that the level of racial discrimination against Black people in the 1950s was extremely high and the level of racial discrimination against White people in the 1950s was extremely low. But that’s where the consensus ended. With each subsequent decade, Whites perceived that the level of discrimination against Blacks in American society decreased while the level of discrimination against Whites in American society increased. And the shift isn’t subtle:
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Many Whites believed that by the new millennium they were more discriminated against in America than were Blacks. In fact, on a scale from one to ten, with ten being the highest possible rating, over 10 percent of Whites rated the current level of racial discrimination against Whites at a whopping ten! By contrast, very few Whites (just 2 percent) rated the current level of racial discrimination against Blacks as a ten. In other words, five times more Whites believed that Whites were severely discriminated against than thought that Blacks were severely discriminated against.

Norton and Sommers also found that Whites saw racism as a zero-sum game, meaning that the decrease in perception of discrimination against Blacks and the increase in perception of discrimination against Whites were interrelated. White Americans were convinced that gains for Blacks had to be achieved at the expense of Whites. One group’s victory meant the other group’s loss.

Black Americans saw the world differently. Although they believed there was less discrimination against Blacks in the twenty-first century than in the 1950s, they still believed that in present-day America there was far more racial discrimination against Blacks than against Whites. They also did not see racism as a zero-sum game. Less discrimination against Blacks did not necessarily mean more discrimination against Whites. Blacks believed that a rising tide could lift all boats.

As you can see, we already have a problem: namely, we can’t agree on whether there is a problem or whom it afflicts. Moreover, the study’s findings were not limited to a specific demographic within each racial group. It’s not just rural, working-class White men—like the fellas—who believe that racism against Blacks is a fairy tale and that in reality it is Whites who are getting the short end of the stick. The study’s respondents were a nationally representative random sample, meaning that the data likely reflect beliefs across age, gender, social class, educational level, and demographic region. Therefore, the sentiment that Whites have replaced Blacks as the primary victims of discrimination is much more widely shared among Whites as a group.

It is important to pause and reflect on the profound implications of these findings. The very first step to solving any problem is being aware that it exists and agreeing on what it is. If someone has a serious illness, such as cancer, but doesn’t know it, how can they succeed in treating it? The same applies to social ills. How can we ever resolve racism if we can’t first acknowledge its existence?

In case you are still skeptical about Norton and Sommers’s findings, know that their study is not a fluke or a relic. More recent data echo their results. For example, a 2016 survey by the Public Religion Research Institute found that 57 percent of all Whites and 66 percent of working-class Whites in the United States consider discrimination against Whites to be as big a problem as discrimination against Blacks and other minorities. And according to a 2019 Pew Research Survey on Race, 52 percent of Whites think that the bigger problem for the country is people seeing racial discrimination where it really does not exist whereas only 14 percent of Blacks endorse this belief. In contrast, 84 percent of Black respondents believe the bigger problem for the country is people not seeing racial discrimination where it really does exist, whereas only 48 percent of Whites endorse this belief.2

Although public opinion research conducted since George Floyd’s murder in May of 2020 shows an increase in perception of systemic racism among Whites, the spike is not as large as you might assume. For example, a poll in July 2016 showed that 68 percent of Americans said that racial and ethnic discrimination is a big problem in the United States, whereas that number only climbed to 76 percent after the Floyd murder.3 Looking specifically at the differences between Black and White respondents, there are still large disparities. For example, a YouGov survey administered just a few days after the Floyd murder showed that fewer than half as many Whites (37 percent) as Blacks (78 percent) agreed that “our country hasn’t gone far enough in giving black people equal rights.”4 That’s a whopping difference of 41 percentage points.

Consistent with Norton and Sommers’s data, these surveys did not show that opinions varied much by age, level of education, or geography. However, it would be inaccurate to conclude that all White people deny the existence of racism. There is considerable variability among Whites; it’s just not fully explained by age, gender, educational level, or geography. One factor that does differentiate Whites’ racism credence is political ideology. Whereas 54 percent of White Democrats agreed that being White helps people get ahead, only 12 percent of White Republicans thought so. And in the same survey, among White respondents, while 72 percent of Democrats believed that Blacks are treated less fairly than Whites in hiring, pay, and promotions, only 21 percent of Republicans endorsed this belief.

How can it be that beliefs about racism differ so vastly between Whites and Blacks, and even among Whites? Is it even possible to get these groups on the same page? Getting enough people from various backgrounds to acknowledge that there is a problem and to agree on the problem is the critical first step to a solution. But reaching a common acknowledgment is tricky.

Fortunately, there is a way forward and, here again, scientific research offers hope. The next sections focus on the psychological factors that create disparities in people’s beliefs about the prevalence of racism—insights that offer guidance on how we might get people on the same page. For the remainder of the chapter, I will describe two factors that create disparities in racism credence—cognitive heuristics and motivated reasoning.

HOW MENTAL SHORTCUTS AFFECT PEOPLE’S JUDGMENTS: COGNITIVE HEURISTICS

Which kills more Americans each year: floods or asthma?

Think about it for a moment, and jot down your answer. Did you say “floods”? If so, then you’re in good company. Most people think that floods kill far more people than asthma. However, asthma kills nearly one hundred times more people than floods do.5 Why, then, do so many people get this wrong? The primary reason is that most of us have a much easier time calling to mind images of disastrous floods than we do calling to mind an asthma fatality. Media sensationalism, vivid imagery, and emotional impact are all factors that influence our perceptions of how commonly things occur. Because plane crashes are so vivid, many people fear flying more than driving, despite the fact that we are exponentially more likely to die in a car crash than in a plane crash. The availability heuristic, or the tendency to overweight information that is readily available in your mind when making decisions, judgments, or estimates, is now well established by a large body of research.6

How does this tendency relate to racism credence, or the belief that racism against people of color really exists? Recall when I invited the fellas to ponder why their estimates of the number of Black CEOs were twenty times higher than the actual figure. Many of them pointed to salient, easy-to-recall examples of rich and famous Black people, like Beyoncé, Oprah, and Jay-Z. Memorable figures like these celebrities have skewed perspectives when it comes to the general economic status of Black Americans. This type of perception skewing is consistent with the availability heuristic.

There is another factor that contributes to lower racism credence: anchors and benchmarks. Ponder this for a moment: Are you old? On the surface, it seems like a simple question. However, the answer can vary tremendously depending on whether you compare your current age with how old you were in the distant past or with how old you will be in the distant future. Many twenty-five-year-olds perceive themselves to be “old” and lament the loss of their youth at the quarter-century mark. Before you laugh, consider that their assessment may be based on comparisons to the “good old days” of high school or college. The point is not whether they are right or wrong but whether they would come to a very different conclusion if they compared being twenty-five with being sixty-five. (Not that sixty-five is old either! It can seem downright youthful compared with being octogenarian—which itself is young in contrast to being centenarian.)

What anchors your thinking on race? Many Whites mentally compare how well they believe Black people are doing now with their views about how badly Black people were doing in the past. The past then becomes an “anchor” for judgments about the present—leading to the conclusion that Blacks are doing much better now than they really are. Anchoring bias occurs when people use information—such as a particular quantity or point in time—as a strong foundation or context for making judgments and decisions, often leading to biased conclusions.7

Here’s an example of how anchoring bias works. Imagine your friend Janet is competing in a marathon and just passed the ten-mile mark. Another friend, Javier, has just shown up at the race and has no idea where Janet is. He asks you whether Janet has run a “long way” so far. It sounds like a pretty straightforward question. However, your answer will depend not only on what you consider to be a “long way” but also on whether the “anchor” for your judgment is the starting line or the finish line. Being anchored by the starting line, you might conclude that she has already run ten miles—a really long way (I certainly can’t run ten miles!). However, being anchored by the finish line would lead to a different conclusion from being anchored at the starting line, because you are more focused on the miles that she has left to go. Now you might conclude that she has not run a long way, because she still has over sixteen miles left. The actual distance in both scenarios is exactly the same—she has run 10 miles in a 26.2-mile race—but you reach a very different conclusion about whether she has run a “long way” based on whether the anchor is the starting line or the finish line.

Let’s apply the marathon example to perceptions of racial progress. Consider research by Richard Eibach and Joyce Ehrlinger that assessed Americans’ beliefs about whether we have come a “long way” as a nation. When White participants and people of color (i.e., Black, Asian, and Hispanic participants) were asked how much progress toward racial equality had been made in the United States, Whites believed that far more progress had been made than did people of color.8 The disparities in perceptions were almost entirely explained by the anchors used by each group. The results suggest that Whites tended to anchor their judgment about how far the nation had come more on an oppressive past (calling forth images of slavery or Jim Crow–era segregation), whereas people of color tended to anchor on a more equitable, ideal future (calling forth images of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech). These disparate anchors resulted in very different conclusions about how far we have come, as shown in the center two bars of the following graph, which depict the “default anchor” (no-prime) responses for Whites and people of color when they weren’t given any information and just made the estimate spontaneously. Responses ranged from zero (very little progress) to seven (a great deal of progress).

When the study’s organizers gave people information before they made their judgment, their responses looked very different. As indicated by the two bars on the left, when people of color were given anchoring information about past events and were induced to think about conditions during slavery and Jim Crow, for example, their perceptions of racial progress increased dramatically compared with the default no-prime condition. On the other hand, Whites’ perceptions of how far we’ve come didn’t change that much when they were induced to think about the past, because presumably the past was already their default anchor.
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Conversely, Whites’ perceptions of racial progress decreased dramatically when they were given anchoring information about an ideal future of racial equality and were induced to think about Dr. King’s dream. The perceptions of people of color did not change much in this condition, compared with the default, no-prime condition, because presumably this ideal future was the anchor, or frame of reference, that they normally used when thinking about racial progress—comparing the present with the ideal future rather than the brutal past (see two far-right bars).

What do these data and metaphors add up to? They show us that subjective judgments are relative. But that’s not necessarily a bad thing. If judgments are relative, then it is possible that people can change their perceptions about the prevalence of racism if they are provided with a new frame of reference. Knowledge and objective information can help too. Research has shown that knowing about Black history and past discrimination was associated with higher levels of racism credence, for both Blacks and Whites.9 In short, it’s possible to bring divergent viewpoints into alignment by setting the right frame of reference and making important facts and information available to people when they make judgments.

We are not helpless victims to availability heuristics and anchoring biases. Providing new information or a different perspective can dramatically increase the alignment of people’s judgments about racism. This is where The Conversation can help.

Of course, people aren’t just computers—cold processors of data. We have emotions, desires, needs, and ambitions, which can create a whole new set of obstacles to perceiving the world in an accurate way. Facts are necessary but not sufficient, as they are of little use to someone who is determined not to see them. This was sagely articulated in a passage by W. E. B. Du Bois, the prominent African American activist, scholar, and co-founder of the NAACP, as he reflected on his life and work:


My faith in [antiracism’s] success was based on the firm belief that race prejudice was based on widespread ignorance …. My remedy was truth: carefully gathered scientific proof that neither color nor race determined the limits of a man’s capacity. I was not at the time [in 1909] sufficiently Freudian to understand how little human action is based on reason.10



Du Bois was right. Because people are not entirely rational or objective, the problem doesn’t end with just providing people with factual information. It is important to understand how emotions, needs, and desires impact the interpretation of facts, and ultimately what people accept as truth. Truth isn’t just factual; it can be emotional as well, as observed by Harvard philosopher Michael Sandel.11 Research has shown that our perceptions are affected not only by the information most available or accessible to us but also by our personal wants and needs.

EMOTIONAL TRUTH: WHEN PERCEPTIONS AND JUDGMENTS REFLECT OUR NEEDS AND DESIRES

You can give people accurate information all day long, but it won’t do any good if they do not want to see it or hear it. The biggest challenge with the fellas was not persuading them to consider new information; it was increasing their emotional capacity and willingness to digest the information. Once again, they are not alone. There is basic scientific evidence that people literally have a hard time “seeing” things that they don’t want to see. Early research by Jerome Bruner, Leo Postman, Elliott McGinnies, and others in the 1940s and 1950s probed the novel but then still-controversial idea that visual perception was not just an objective response to a stimulus in the environment, but that needs, motivations, and emotions can affect what people actually see.

In one study documenting a phenomenon that they called perceptual defense, people were presented with words that flashed so rapidly that they were difficult to consciously perceive. The researchers found that people required a longer presentation time before they could visually perceive certain taboo words (e.g., penis, whore) compared with more innocuous words (e.g., broom, apple) that contained the same number of letters.12 All of these effects occurred in a fraction of an eyeblink. The difference in the time required to “see” the taboo word versus the innocuous word was less than one hundred milliseconds, or one-tenth of a second. But it was just enough time for the brain’s automatic perceptual defenses to, ever so briefly, block the word from entering consciousness. Further evidence of this defensive blocking was obtained from physiological measures, which indicated higher levels of negative arousal when participants were subliminally exposed to taboo words versus innocuous words.

What this study shows is that perception is not simply a function of whether you are able to see what’s in front of you—it is also affected by whether you want to see what is in front of you. When something is aversive, threatening, or discomforting, often you would prefer not to see it. We have built-in automatic defense mechanisms that protect us from seeing things that might upset us. Later research showed that, in addition to blocking subliminal words that it doesn’t want to see, the brain is also adept at blocking threatening information and ideas that it doesn’t want to hear.13 This coping mechanism, called motivated reasoning, defends us from all manner of psychological threats: threats to our sense of worth and self-esteem, threats to our sense of psychological security and well-being, threats to our sense of power and control, and threats to our cherished views of the world as fair and just.

Consider the famous exchange from the 1992 movie A Few Good Men, when Tom Cruise’s character, Lieutenant Kaffee, acting as the prosecutor, aggressively questions Jack Nicholson’s character, Colonel Jessep, in court about the latter’s involvement in a shady military operation. After a fiery exchange between the two officers, the judge indicates to Jessep that he doesn’t have to respond to Kaffee’s incendiary questions and accusations. Nevertheless, Jessep obliges:

“I’ll answer the question. You want answers?” Jessep asks Kaffee.

“I think I’m entitled to them,” Kaffee responds.

“You want answers?!” Jessep repeats, this time raising his voice and demanding confirmation from Kaffee that he really wants what he’s asking for.

Kaffee responds angrily and emphatically that he does indeed want him to answer. “I want the truth!” he shouts.

“You can’t handle the truth!” Jessep exclaims, which he uses as his justification for the cover-up and for never having revealed the truth prior to the trial.

It turns out we all have this version of Jack Nicholson living somewhere in our brain—a cognitive defense mechanism that steers us away from inconvenient and unpleasant truths. Ignorance is bliss, as the saying goes.

Imagine a teenager who is socially rejected by popular peers but convinces himself that he never wanted to be friends with those stupid jerks anyway.
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