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Broadening the Lens of Stereotype and Bias:
Perspectives From Charm City
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In the focal article, Ruggs et al. (2016) outline the ways in which psychologi-
cal theory and research can provide insight into the potential underlying pro-
cesses behind recent conflict between law enforcement officials and the com-
munity. These incidents have led to national questions regarding the training
and standard operating procedure of police, as well as society’s beliefs about
the prevalence of stereotyping. The authors identify how psychological re-
search, and social psychological and industrial-organizational research in
particular, can play a role in shaping these issues for organizational practices
moving forward.

We agree that psychologists can and should play a pivotal role in un-
derstanding and shaping these issues. As psychologists who were living and
working in Baltimore during one of the incidents cited in the focal article
and who care deeply about the Baltimore community that was so profoundly
affected by the unrest, we feel compelled to add our voice into the conver-
sation about the unique role that researchers have in addressing social and
organizational questions. However, we contend that while psychologists are
currently studying these questions, some of the most relevant research may
contribute controversial and complex findings, findings that may not suggest
a “one-size-fits-all” solution. In line with this, we assert that the best methods
for addressing these issues within organizations involve reducing the unique
stressors that exacerbate implicit bias rather than developing selection proce-
dures to identify potential bias. The focus of our commentary is to highlight
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recent research examining these specific issues in order to offer more nu-
anced solutions that can meaningfully serve organizations, employees, and
applicants, all of whom operate within a highly regulated legal context.

Stereotype and Bias

As Ruggs et al. identify, psychologists have conducted considerable research
examining issues surrounding stereotype and bias. Although Ruggs and col-
leagues highlight classic examples of bias research and appropriately point
out the gravity of anti-Black police shooting bias as demonstrated by Ross
(2015) and Mekawi and Bresin (2015), recent experimental studies illustrate
that the behavioral consequences of bias are not uniform. We contend that
focusing on a limited and outdated subset of research essentially presents
an overly simplistic picture of the stereotyping literature. Below, we outline
some of the important contributions from recent studies examining stereo-
type and bias.

Devine’s (1989) seminal article on the dual process theory of stereotype
activation provided the foundation for the distinction between automatic,
implicit stereotype activation and a secondary, more thoughtful, controlled
effortful process. Devine’s work found that one’s implicit attitudes are often
in conflict with one’s conscious explicit attitudes and that counteracting the
effects of implicit bias is cognitively taxing. We are in agreement with Ruggs
et al. that harmful stereotypes, activated outside of conscious awareness, may
have deleterious consequences for interactions between police officers and
members of the community. However, recent empirical findings call into
question the notion that the default behavioral response to implicit racial
bias is negative or aggressive interpersonal behavior toward racial minori-
ties. First, let us critically examine the most commonly used measurement
of implicit attitudes, the Implicit Attitudes Test (IAT).

Implicit Attitudes Test (IAT)

The IAT, created by Greenwald, McGhee, and Schwartz (1998), is regarded
by some scholars as a valid measure of implicit attitudes (Greenwald,
Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji, 2009), yet a recent comprehensive meta-
analysis has cast great doubt into that conclusion (Oswald, Mitchell, Blanton,
Jaccard, & Tetlock, 2013). Oswald et al. (2013) offered convincing evidence
of the poor predictive validity of the IAT, writing that “IATs were poor pre-
dictors of every criterion category other than brain activity, and the IATs per-
formed no better than simple explicit measures” (p. 171). In addition, based
on the IAT, roughly 90%-95% of individuals in the population possess neg-
ative implicit attitudes to some degree (Arkes, & Tetlock, 2004; Blanton, &
Jaccard, 2006; Rothermund & Wentura, 2004). Therefore, we contend that
an important conclusion from these studies is that employing a selection
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method that intends to “screen out” individuals for racial bias would not be
an accurate way to identify biased individuals, as the majority of the popu-
lation holds these attitudes to varying degrees, and there is doubt about the
correspondence between the IAT and behavior.

Indeed, as Ruggs et al. contended, negative implicit attitudes may be as-
sociated with biased negative behavioral responses (Vanman, Saltz, Nathan,
& Warren, 2004). However, interacting with individuals from other races
prompts a heightened awareness and anxiety over appearing racist (Cran-
dall & Eshleman, 2003). This motivation can, in some settings, prompt in-
dividuals to engage in stereotype overcorrection. Mendes and Koslov (2013)
found that White participants demonstrated more positive affiliative non-
verbal behavior (smiling and laughing) when paired with Black partners
than when paired with other White partners. In six studies utilizing over
4,000 participants, researchers found consistent evidence of a pro-Black bias
in admission decisions to an honor society, a bias that appeared to operate
outside of conscious awareness even for those with strong egalitarian val-
ues (Axt, Ebersole, & Nosek, 2016). Similar overcorrection effects have been
found in other domains. Goh and Hall (2015) revealed a positive correla-
tion between benevolent (but not hostile) sexism and affiliative nonverbal
behaviors such as smiling. Goh, Ruben, and Hall (2016) have shown simi-
lar overcompensation effects as a function of sexual orientation; participants
exhibited warmer nonverbal behaviors toward a man and spent longer talk-
ing to him when they thought he was gay than when they thought he was
straight.

Paradoxically, these effects are more dramatic for those who exhibit
strong implicit bias when they are prompted to interact with members of
a disliked group. In one study examining how the IAT predicted same-race
and other-race interactions, the researchers assessed implicit attitudes be-
fore participants met to discuss a socially charged subject (Shelton, Riche-
son, Salvatore, & Trawalter, 2005). The results revealed that, ironically, Black
people had more positive impressions of White people who had stronger neg-
ative implicit attitudes toward Black people. Apparently, those with more im-
plicit negative attitudes were more likely to compensate for their bias and
were perceived to be more engaged in the interaction than those with lower
IAT scores. In short, these overcorrection attempts were effective at hiding
bias. We do not contend that the overcompensation behaviors are necessar-
ily all good (e.g., benevolent sexism) but rather contend that in contrast to
what one would assume, stereotypes interact with social and environmental
factors in complex ways, rendering predicting one’s behavioral responses to
them challenging.

Finally, it is also important to point out that there has been considerable
controversy surrounding the IAT. In addition to the controversy surrounding
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the IAT’s predictive validity (Oswald et al., 2013, 2015), several researchers
argue that the IAT assesses familiarity or simply cultural awareness of stereo-
types rather than endorsement of those stereotypes (Arkes & Tetlock, 2004).
In addition, poor test-retest reliability (cf. Fujii, Sawaumi, & Aikawa, 2015;
Lane, Banaji, Nosek, & Greenwald, 2007) renders such an assessment very
difficult to defend when held under legal scrutiny.

Stress and Depletion of Resources

Another important area of psychological research that has demonstrated
meaningful implications for shaping societal and organizational change is
the recent research examining how effortful stereotype inhibition depletes
individual resources. According to Muraven, Tice, and Baumeister’s (1998)
limited resource model, individuals possess a singular pool of self-control.
This pool is depleted when individuals engage in self-regulatory behav-
ior, and as a consequence, after engaging in acts of self-control (such as
maintaining socially desirable behavior while dealing with aversive cir-
cumstances like traffic or forcing oneself to constrain one’s diet), one is
less able to regulate behavior in subsequent interactions (D. D. Wagner &
Heatherton, 2014). The process of stereotype correction requires substan-
tial cognitive and emotional effort (Mendes & Koslov, 2013). As such, when
police officers are exposed to stressful situations, which are exceedingly com-
mon in their line of work, they may experience a depletion of resources
that leads to an increased likelihood of engaging in behaviors that align
with stereotypes. In other words, because most individuals hold stereotypes
about others (Arkes, & Tetlock, 2004; Blanton & Jaccard, 2006; Rother-
mund & Wentura, 2004), when faced with extreme and/or ongoing stress,
the ability to mitigate the effect of stereotypes on behavioral outcomes
decreases.

Recent empirical research supports the association between resource de-
pletion and stereotype use. Mendes and Koslov (2013) found that positive
nonverbal behavioral responses toward stigmatized individuals were atten-
uated after individuals experienced stress or cognitive load. In a fascinating
exploration into how sleep deprivation may be related to police bias, D. T.
Wagner, Barnes, and Guarana (2015) found that on the Monday after the
daylight saving time shift, police officers conducted significantly more un-
necessary searches and arrests not leading to prosecution for Black as opposed
to White suspects. Importantly, this research did not show that police officers
made more unjustified arrests in general; rather, these arrests were directed
at African American suspects, thus it is presumed that impaired sleep was
associated with self-regulatory failure, prompting more police harassment
of Black individuals.
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Implications and Recommendations for the Workplace

We contend that rather than implementing screening procedures to iden-
tify biased individuals, one recommendation that is more consistent
with current research and theory of cognitive processes is to reduce
workplace stressors and increase flexibility in the workplace, as these
factors prompt individuals to commit errors associated with bias and
stereotyping.

Suppressing stereotypes is an extremely taxing endeavor. Individuals
are much more likely to rely on stereotypes when tired, when cognitively
taxed, and when their resources are depleted (Mendes & Koslov, 2013).
This is particularly problematic for job domains such as law enforcement
in which employees work long shifts or compressed workweeks that can
be both physically and mentally demanding (Amendola, et al., 2011; van
Gelderen, Heuven, van Veldhoven, Zeelenberg, & Croon, 2007). Research
has identified numerous negative physical and mental health outcomes as-
sociated with shift work (Griffin, 2016; Kossek, Thompson, & Lautsch,
2015; Smith, Folkard, Tucker, & Evans, 2010). Correspondingly, an addi-
tional concern for employees working lengthy shifts or compressed work-
weeks may be a reduced ability to suppress stereotypes, particularly when
situations are stressful and fast paced and require immediate decision
making.

Ruggs et al. suggest that the way to address these issues is to imple-
ment assessment tools that screen for bias into selection systems. However,
as mentioned before, the IAT has questionable psychometric properties for
selection purposes, in addition to poor ratings of procedural justice (Oswald
et al., 2015; Wright & Meade, 2011). Utilizing unreliable measures that are
likely to also have high rates of applicant failure is cause for legal concern.
Despite the fact that using psychological criteria as part of a “screening out”
selection model is traditional in fields such as law enforcement (Metchik,
1999), there is an overwhelming challenge to recruit and hire quality law
enforcement personnel in the United States; this has been termed the “Cop
Crunch” (Taylor et al., 2006). Initiating an additional “hoop” for applicants
to jump through would likely cause animosity with both applicants and cur-
rent police officers due to the potential for perceptions of injustice. Finally, it
is likely that given the psychometric issues present in these measurements,
organizations that attempt to assess potential bias as part of the selection
process would likely face legal ramifications in the form of costly lawsuits
from disgruntled applicants.

We argue that it is important to first recognize that all individuals pos-
sess bias and that increasing awareness of stereotypes can play an impor-
tant role in reducing their negative impact. Therefore, organizational strate-
gies should strive to reduce workplace factors that attenuate individuals’
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abilities to negotiate complicated situations rather than targeting individu-
als as potential sources of bias. In line with Muraven et al.’s (1998) strength
model, we argue that repeated exposure to workplace stressors may be-
come a cause of resource depletion that could lead employees such as law
enforcement officers to rely on stereotypes. Offering training and education
about how and why these issues exist, rather than promoting fear of nega-
tive decisions, can reduce the cognitive load associated with the stereotype
appraisal process.

We contend that an important contribution that industrial-
organizational psychologists can make to the reduction of negative outcomes
associated with stereotypes is through research and organizational practices
that reduce stress and fatigue, particularly for employees working long shifts
or compressed workweeks. Research examining interventions designed
to reduce workplace stressors has shown remarkable improvements in
both employee and employer outcomes, including reduced absenteeism,
improved physical and mental health, and increased financial returns (La-
montagne, Keegel, Louie, Ostry, & Landsbergis, 2007). Another potential
solution to reduce stressors experienced by employees working in shiftwork
is the practice of flexible shifts or allowing employees some degree of control
over when, where, or how they work (Kelly & Moen, 2007; Kossek, Hammer,
Thompson, & Burke, 2014). This can function to reduce numerous sources
of work and nonwork stressors (Kossek & Thompson, 2016), potentially
freeing cognitive resources to focus on job tasks. Consequently, employees
in jobs that are both physically and mentally demanding such as law en-
forcement may particularly benefit from occupational health interventions
targeting job stressors that are acutely tied to decision making and cognitive
demands in order to reduce the negative behavioral responses associated
with bias.

Conclusions

We agree with the focal article that stereotypes play a role in society and
employee decision making, and as members of the Baltimore community,
we understand how high the stakes are for improving race relationships.
However, there are important insights to be gained from critically examin-
ing existing measurement strategies (such as the IAT) and the complexity
of the stereotyping literature. Additionally, we identify that some research
trends may be controversial and therefore complicated to address in orga-
nizational settings through policies and practices. We believe that psychol-
ogists can and do play a role in understanding these issues, but until we
consider both the recent findings and the very specific context in which or-
ganizations exist (legal, ethical, and practical), we cannot draw realistic con-
clusions about ways that organizations can address these issues. However,
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we believe that these discussions have posed important empirical questions
that researchers can begin to address in order to work toward meaningful
solutions.
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