
Strategies for Equitable Engagement

Identifying and Addressing 
Implicit Bias

Katie Burton, Ph.D.
Program Coordinator

Harriet Beecher Stowe Center, Hartford, CT
cburton@stowecenter.org



Mission
The Harriet Beecher Stowe Center 
preserves and interprets Stowe’s Hartford 
home and the Center’s historic collections, 
promotes vibrant discussion of her life 
and work, and inspires commitment to 
social justice and positive change. 



Frameworks
Remember that words matter 
Understand the power of words to create, shape, and 
maintain cultural ideas and practices. Perform close 
readings. Be direct, be clear, be consistent, be 
deliberate.

Recognize the ways history influences the present 
We live in a country shaped by structures of inequality 
and legacies of intolerance. Learn the historical 
context in order to see the larger matrix of things.



The policies and procedures 
developed to address homelessness—as 
well as the individuals who make and 

implement those policies and 
procedures—must account for 

institutional racism and implicit bias.



Race 
A socially constructed categorization of 
people that shifts over time. Created and 
deployed as a function of power. Typically 
designates characteristics such as skin 
color, culture, language, and history, 
among others.



Racism
The strategic use of prejudice plus power, 
wherein the concept of “race” is wielded 
by the dominant group to oppress, 
marginalize, and/or silence. Can be 
conscious or unconscious. 



Institutional Racism
Racism enacted through political, social, 
and cultural institutions’ policies and 
practices. Distribution of resources, 
power, and opportunity that benefits 
white people and harms/excludes people 
of color, often less overtly than 
individual racist acts. 



Implicit Bias
Attitudes and/or stereotypes that affect 
our understanding, actions, and decisions 
in an unconscious manner.



Equity
A condition in which people get what they 
need to thrive. Not the same as “equality,” 
where everyone gets the same thing.



Empathy
The capacity to understand or feel what 
another person is experiencing from 
within their frame of reference; that is, 
the capacity to place oneself in another’s 
position. 



What does implicit bias look like? 



Colorblindness
The belief that ignoring race and ethnicity 
will end racial and ethnic discrimination 
and disparities. Often promoted as a 
means to achieving equality. Does not 
work: only further entrenches 
institutional racism. 





Why do people cling to colorblindness?

• Beliefs in individualism rather than 
systems

• Self-preservation
• Discomfort, fear
• Misplaced attempts at empathy



What does colorblindness-in-action look like?
• Making excuses
• Gaslighting
• Silencing



Microaggressions
Everyday verbal, nonverbal, and 
environmental slights, snubs, or insults—
whether intentional or unintentional—
which communicate hostile, derogatory, 
or negative messages to target persons 
based solely upon their marginalized 
group membership. (From Derald Wing Sue, Ph.D.)



General Examples
• “What are you? . . . No, but really, what are you?”
• “You’re so articulate.”
• “When I look at you, I don’t see color.”
• Touching hair without permission
• “I’m not racist, I have black friends.”
• “Everyone can succeed if they work hard enough.”
• A white person crossing the street when they see a 

person of color. 
• “Why do you have to be so loud?” 
• Mistaking a person of color for a service worker



Have you experienced or seen 
implicit bias about race and/or ethnicity 

in policies and practices related to 
homelessness and housing? 

Colorblind approaches?
Microaggressions?

What impact did it have? 



How can we avoid implicit bias?

We can’t! But we can work to counteract 
it, and prevent it from manifesting as 

discrimination in our work and daily lives.



Be aware.

Seek out other perspectives.

Be deliberate and proactive.
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