
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS AND 
ITS IMPACT ON SPORT

IRFAN CHAUDHRY – MACEWAN UNIVERSIT Y

FOR THE GROWTH OF THE GAME:  
ADDRESSING RACISM IN HOCKEY

With support from:



OBJECTIVESBy the end of this session, you 
will be able to:
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• Understand what unconscious bias is;
• Understand how unconscious bias can 

impact the sporting environment 
• Recognize the types of unconscious bias 

and its impact on decision making
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GROUND RULESWe ask that you... We ask that you...

• Listen respectfully
• Assume positive intent
• Speak your truth

• Listen respectfully
• Assume positive intent
• Speak your truth



WHAT IS IT? WHAT IS IT?

When faced with situations or people, we use mental 
maps and patterns to classify them by making a number 
of automatic associations. 

Not surprisingly, our perceptions and assumptions based 
on these automatic associations are not always correct.

UNCONSCIOUS BIAS



Part of learning about unconscious bias is realizing that 
our brains are capable of making assumptions and 
creating mental shortcuts without us even being aware.

UNCONSCIOUS BIAS



An unconscious bias is an implicit attitude, stereotype, 
motivation or assumption that can occur without one’s 
knowledge, control or intention. 

Unconscious bias is a result of our life experiences and 
affects all types of people. Examples of unconscious bias 
include gender bias, cultural bias, age bias, language 
and institutional bias.

UNCONSCIOUS BIAS



UNCONSCIOUS BIAS

Biases are shortcuts our brain forms based on: Biases are shortcuts our brain forms based on:

• our own culture;
• experiences;
• things other people tell us;
• institutional influences; and
• other external influences



Attitudes, Stereotypes, and beliefs that can 
affect how we treat others.  Unconscious bias, 
while not intentional, can still impact how we 
view others based on:

Attitudes, Stereotypes, and beliefs that can 
affect how we treat others.  Unconscious bias, 
while not intentional, can still impact how we 
view others based on:

•Race
•Ability
•Gender

•Culture
•Language
•Etc.

WHAT IS IT? WHAT IS IT?
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS



FROM STEREOTYPING 
TO DISCRIMINATION

FROM STEREOTYPING 
TO DISCRIMINATION
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COACHING COACHING
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS EXAMPLE

How do stereotypes impact being a fair coach? How do stereotypes impact being a fair coach?

• With limited exposure, coaches rely on stereotypical information 
about players that have a very different background.

• Research in the last decade has proven time and again that we 
tend to favour those that have a lot in common with us (Similarity 
Bias). Coaches might filter new information and film about 
players to fit their pre-conceived notions and confirm their initial 
perception (Confirmation Bias). 

• Coaches might overestimate the ability of those players that 
belong to our group as opposed to outsiders (Ingroup Bias). 
(Business Insider, 2015)



UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 

“When we speak of unconscious bias, we are talking 
about decisions that people make that are happening 
outside their conscious awareness but nevertheless 
have a systemic pattern to them.” 

“When we speak of unconscious bias, we are talking 
about decisions that people make that are happening 
outside their conscious awareness but nevertheless 
have a systemic pattern to them.” 

— Mahzarin Banaji

*The Equity Myth: Racialization and Indigeneity at Canadian Universities (2017) 



Unconscious Bias in Action Unconscious Bias in Action



In action In action
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 

Example — The Stroop Effect Example — The Stroop Effect

• Our embedded knowledge about our environment impacts how we 
interact with it.

• We associate certain colors with certain names. Accordingly, our 
brain fires faster and more confidently when we see the name in the 
color, compared to when we see the name in an opposing color.  



In action In action
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 

Example — The Stroop Effect Example — The Stroop Effect



In action In action
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 

Example — The Stroop Effect Example — The Stroop Effect



In action In action
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 

Example — The Stroop Effect Example — The Stroop Effect

• Can you read both lists of colors equally comfortably, un-self-
consciously, and quickly?

• We see this same effect when we try to get our brains to process 
other assumed paired words (i.e. men/science; women/nurturing/)

• Our embedded knowledge about our environment impacts how we 
interact with it.



In action In action
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 

Example — The Stroop Effect Example — The Stroop Effect

• Our embedded knowledge about 
our environment impacts how we 
interact with it.

• Who is the gym owner?
• Who is the restaurant owner?

What automatic assumptions might be 
made when we see a headline and image 
like this one?



In action In action
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 

Example — The Stroop Effect Example — The Stroop Effect

• Our embedded knowledge about 
our environment impacts how we 
interact with it.

What automatic assumptions might be 
made when we see a headline and image 
like this one?



Media and player characteristics Media and player characteristics 
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS EXAMPLE

How does race and media 
framing influence how 
athletes are described?

How does race and media 
framing influence how 
athletes are described?

• When you think of the following 
players, what words would you use 
to describe them to another?



Media and player characteristics Media and player characteristics 
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS EXAMPLE

How does race and media 
framing influence how 
athletes are described?

How does race and media 
framing influence how 
athletes are described?

Analysis of media descriptions highlight 
white athletes’ success is attributed to:

Example: If a good play is made on the 
field/ice/court, it is described as a result 
of decision-making, leadership, “smarts”.

• Character
• Personality
• Mental attributes



Media and player characteristics Media and player characteristics 
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS EXAMPLE

How does race and media framing influence 
how athletes are described?

How does race and media framing influence 
how athletes are described?

62% majority of content are Mental Attributes 62% majority of content are Mental Attributes

Common descriptors for white athletes:

• Heady, Smart, Intelligent, dependable,
• Steady, Tough, Hard-working,
• Leader, Crafty, Clever, Determined, Advanced, Durable,
• Slick, Versatile, Relentless, Resourceful, Courageous, Aware,
• Having Character; Competitive. 



Media and player characteristics Media and player characteristics 
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS EXAMPLE

How does race and media 
framing influence how 
athletes are described?

How does race and media 
framing influence how 
athletes are described?

Analysis of media descriptions highlight 
black athletes' success is attributed to:

Example: If a good play is made on the 
field/ice/court, it is described as a result 
of their natural physical abilities.

• Physical
• “Animalistic”
• Supernatural; “machine-like”



Media and player characteristics Media and player characteristics 
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS EXAMPLE

How does race and media framing influence 
how athletes are described?

How does race and media framing influence 
how athletes are described?

78% majority of the content described by physical attributes. 78% majority of the content described by physical attributes. 

Common descriptors for black athletes:

• An animal, a monster, fast, quick, super-human
• Agile, freak, talented, gifted, a natural, strong, powerful, big
• A missile, a torpedo, a beast, athletic, muscular, wide, speedy,
• Explosive, terrifying, scary, big, massive, and huge, etc. 



FROM STEREOTYPING 
TO DISCRIMINATION
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WHAT TYPES OF UNCONSCIOUS 
BIAS EXIST?
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UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 









UNDERSTANDING ITS IMPACTS UNDERSTANDING ITS IMPACTS
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 



[Un]conscious Bias [Un]conscious Bias

• We can do something about this
• Re-educate our minds to acknowledge bias
• Don’t try to eliminate it, just avoid it
• Making better decisions leads to better outcomes

• Teams we create
• Faculty we mentor/support
• Students we guide/encourage
• Community we serve

Affects diversity and inclusiveness of…

• Bias impacts decisions
• Unconscious bias is prevalent in 

upwards of 80% of decisions

Unconscious Bias… Unconscious Bias…



Unconscious bias - 
What can we do?

Unconscious bias - 
What can we do?



Ways to address your bias Ways to address your bias
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 

Example - Coaching Example - Coaching

• Seek the input from colleagues/staff. By eliminating and minimizing decisions 
that are based on single, biased opinions, we can ensure that players receive 
a more objective evaluation of their performance and potential. 

• Self-awareness. Provide all staff members and coaches with continuous 
opportunities to reflect about their own biases, realign as a team, and build 
the competencies necessary to work with athletes from different backgrounds, 
nationalities, and walks of life.

• Regular 1-on-1 meetings between the coaches and their players. There is no 
better answer to softening a stereotype than more exposure to people of the 
group you don’t know very much about. The better coaches get to know their 
players, the less they will be perceived as different.

Source: https://playerdevelopmentproject.com/are-you-a-biased-coach/ 
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