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We See What We Know
Given the amount of research that validates the intellectual benefits 
of including more and different perspectives in our thinking, why are 
we not more proactively engaged 
in seeking different perspectives? 
We can contemplate logistical 
barriers like lack of time, lack of 
resources, and lack of organiza-
tional support—all legitimate 
obstacles—but none of those bar-
riers are as powerful as the ones in our own heads. We think that we 
are already including when we are not; we think we are engaging with 
new ideas when we are really moving back to our comfort zones. This 
chapter will uncover some ways in which we only see what we already 
know and offer some tools to break through our own vision blockers so 
that we can see what is actually in front of us.

C H A P T ER  9

THE COMFORT 
OF SIMILARITY:

WE SEE WHAT WE 
KNOW, WE BECOME 

WHAT WE SEE

We do not see things as they 
are, we see things as we are.

Anaïs Nin (French-Cuban 
author, 1903–1977)
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 As social creatures, it is in our DNA to differentiate ourselves 
from others and to categorize people, animals, objects, knowledge, and 
events in order to survive and thrive. This talent for differentiation is a 
powerful assistant when we need to sense danger or distinguish quickly 
between friend and foe, but it has also led us to irrelevant differentia-
tions that are based more on how we have been socialized and how we 
now define friend and foe.
 For example, the ability to differentiate between tribes was a criti-
cal trait when geographically proximal tribes warred against each other, 
but those tribal instincts hold us back when we are trying to identify 
similarities and understandings across cultural and national boundar-
ies in a borderless global marketplace. Our history with differences has 
geared us to default to “different equals dangerous.” The NEXT IQ is 
about thanking that instinct for getting us through history and letting 
it go so that it doesn’t impede our progress. So, let’s dive into the ways 
in which we see what we think instead of what is actually in front of 
us—biases, stereotypes, prejudices, discriminations, and privileges.
 Biases are the proclivities we carry to believe one thing over another. For a 
simple example, if I asked you whether a man who is 5'3" or one who is 
7'9" is more likely to have played in the NBA, most people (80–90 per-
cent in our studies) select the 7'9" man. This innocuous question actu-
ally gets at two biases: (1) the taller someone is, the more likely people 
are to believe that he has played in the NBA (you may have guessed that 
bias already!), and (2) people assume that the NBA means “all profes-
sional basketball players,” not just ones that play in the United States 
(you may not have been aware of this bias at work as you pondered the 
question). The right answer to the question actually is that a 5'3" man is 
more likely to have played in the NBA (Tyrone “Mugsy” Bogues, point 
guard in the NBA for 14 years) because although there are a few 7'9" 
professional basketball players in the world (in China, Japan, North 
Korea, and Soviet Union) none of them have ever played in the NBA. 
The tallest athletes (as of this book’s print date) to play in the NBA are 
both 7'7" (Manute Bol and Gheorghe Mureşan).
 Using this introduction to bias in the United States leads to very 
interesting discussions about bias because in America we have a cul-
tural bias toward African American men having the greatest probabil-
ity of being the tallest men around and the tallest men in basketball. 
Yet, the tallest professional basketball players have not been African 
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American—they have been Chinese, North Korean, and Japanese—
and the tallest basketball players in the world have not played in the 
NBA. Yasutaka Okamaya—a Japanese man—is actually the tallest man 
to ever have been drafted into the NBA, but he opted to play in his 
home country instead.
 Biases, stereotypes, prejudices, and discrimination are most often 
triggered by visual differentiators of identity such as gender, race, eth-
nicity, age, physical appearance, and physical ability. Triggers can also 
include visible indicators for invisible identities such as head scarves for 
Muslim women (religion) and hearing aids (physical abilities). Visible 
triggers signal our brains in ways that we cannot always control lead-
ing us to think we “know” things when we simply just think them. For 
example:

 ■ “When shown photographs of people of the same height, evalu-
ators overestimated the heights of male subjects and underes-
timated the heights of female subjects, even though a reference 
point, such as a doorway was provided.”1

 ■ “When shown photographs of men of similar height and build, 
evaluators rated the athletic ability of African American men 
higher than that of white men.”2

 ■ Evaluators’ responses to one obese salesperson in a chain store 
were that (1) the store was not as successful as other stores, 
(2) store management had a lower effectiveness compared with 
other stores, and (3) the other sales associates were less than the 
best of the main company.3

 Bias is that proclivity that we have to think one thing is truer than 
another because of socialization, past experiences, and a host of other 
factors, but bias is not based solely on reality. Biases can be conscious 
(being aware of our thoughts as we are thinking them) or unconscious 
(thinking we “know” something without realizing that we are predis-
posed to believe that thing is true). Furthermore, biases can be negative 
or positive. Although we colloquially tend to use bias in the negative 
sense (someone is biased against something), the majority of biases we 
have are actually “for” things. Preferences for certain characteristics in 
people is still a bias, a positive bias. In the NBA example, most peo-
ple demonstrate both a negative bias against short people as probable 
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NBA players and a positive bias for tall people as probable NBA players. 
Additionally, the bias about height is often a more conscious bias for 
people but the bias about the NBA as the full (and perhaps only) uni-
verse of professional basketball players is usually an unconscious bias.
 U.S. District Judge Bernice B. Donald of the Western District of 
Tennessee recounted a story about stereotypes in a recent article on 
implicit (unconscious) bias for the American Bar Association’s Section 
of Litigation: “I remember selecting a jury once in a drug case . . . A 
public defender stepped up with her African-American defendant seated 
behind her at the table. She asked, ‘How many of you know what a drug 
dealer looks like?’ and the hands shot up. She didn’t say anything else. 
Then, you could see the hands slowly go down as the people recog-
nized what they were saying. The defendant sitting at the table looked 
like someone out of central casting. If she had asked them to describe a 
‘drug dealer,’ they would have described her client.”4

 Stereotypes are the exaggerated group-based identities we build in our 

minds based on our biases. The jurors had biases as to what a drug dealer 
looked like, and those biases were captured in a distorted generaliza-
tion about a particular group without much room for individual varia-
tion. Like biases, stereotypes can be positive or negative, and they can 
be conscious or unconscious. The defense attorney in Judge Donald’s 
example quickly and creatively translated the juries’ unconscious nega-
tive stereotypes into their conscious awareness so that she could deal 
with them more directly.
 Prejudice is prejudgment of a group or its individual members because 

they belong to that group. Prejudices also can be positive or negative, but 
common usage of the term usually carries a negative connotation. Once 
stereotypes (exaggerated beliefs) solidify into prejudices (judgments 
about those exaggerated beliefs), we begin to form in-groups (groups in 
which we belong because of our similarities with other group members) 
and out-groups (groups of “others” based on what we see as different 
from ourselves).
 Discrimination is behavior. It is the action we take in reference to an 
individual once an explicit or implicit bias has morphed from an image 
in our heads to an exaggerated belief about a group to a judgment about 
that group. In other words, most of our biases are latent until a situ-
ation causes us to use our biases instead of direct knowledge to make 
decisions. We discriminate using both positive and negative biases, and 
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we tend to discriminate in favor of people who are in our in-group and 
against those who are in our out-groups.
 Biases, stereotypes, prejudices, and discrimination are often used 
interchangeably to mean the same thing—the negative treatment 
of people based on the substitution of their identity traits for other 
characteristics (i.e., height equals basketball ability and lack of height 
equals basketball inability). It is important, however, to differentiate 
and understand each of these terms individually because the interven-
tion mechanisms for each are different. Biases require awareness but 
may not always lend themselves to conscious choice whereas discrimi-
nation can often be corrected by conscious choice. We will get more 
into interventions in subsequent chapters, but while we are discussing 
bias, stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination, let’s take a look at one 
cutting-edge tool that is teaching us about our unconscious biases in a 
novel way.
 The Implicit Association Test (IAT), developed by Anthony Green-
wald, Debbie McGhee, and Jordan Schwartz,5 is a social psychology tool 
used to measure a person’s inherent “implicit association” between any 
identities, concepts, attributes, and visual images. The IAT evolved into 
a more expanded project entitled Project Implicit, which was cofounded 
by Anthony Greenwald, Mahzarin Banaji, and Brian Nosek. The the-
ory behind the IAT is that the faster you can pair certain concepts such 
as black and white (in regards to racial identity) with attributes such 
as good and bad, the stronger your mental association between a pair 
of words. “Though the words and names aren’t subliminal, they are 
presented so quickly that a subject’s ability to make deliberate choices 
is diminished—allowing his or her underlying assumptions to show 
through.”6 In an analysis of over 900,000 responses on the black/white 
test, more than 70 percent of the respondents implicitly associated 
white with good and black with bad.7

 Although the IAT has received a lot of attention for the aforemen-
tioned race study and its gender, sexual orientation, and other identity 
studies, it has quietly gained credibility as being able to measure not just 
our associations but also our behaviors. A recent IAT application with 
airline pilots found that the implicit attitudes that pilots have toward 
risky flight behaviors are more accurate in predicting their behaviors 
than traditional self-reported tests on attitude, personality, or behav-
iors.8 In rapidly measuring the association that a person has between 
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two concepts, the IAT measures “introspectively unidentified (or inac-
curately identified traces of past experience that mediate favorable or 
unfavorable feeling, thought or action toward social objects.”9 In other 
words, the IAT measures what you really think, not what you think you 
think. Try the test for yourself at www.projectimplicit.org.
 When Mahzarin Banaji talks about the IAT, it is both a deeply 
intellectual and a powerfully personal dialog. She talks about the valid-
ity of the test because of the now millions of people who have taken it, 
and she discusses the impact of the results. But, she also talks about her 
own shock of taking the test and finding that as much as she considers 
herself to be a self-aware and nonbiased person, she discovered biases 
on many fronts that she does not consciously realize, even after reflec-
tion and introspection. (After having taken several of these tests myself, 
I understand her shock!)
 The measurement of these implicit associations is critical because 
“[m]ost fair-minded people strive to judge others according to their 
merits, but our research shows how often people instead judge accord-
ing to unconscious stereotypes and attitudes, or ‘implicit prejudices.’”10 
As Banaji explains, “[e]arly on, we learn to associate things that com-
monly go together and expect them to inevitably coexist: thunder and 
rain . . . gray hair and old age . . . [W]e grow to trust them, and they can 
blind us to those instances in which the associations are not accurate.”11

 The study of stereotypes has slowly evolved from studying the 
explicit to identifying the implicit. As the first few lines of a Psychol-

ogy Today article on implicit bias boldly declared, “[p]sychologists once 
believed that only bigoted people used stereotypes. Now the study of 
unconscious bias is revealing the unsettling truth: We all use stereo-
types, all the time, without knowing it. We have met the enemy of 
equality, and the enemy is us.”12

INTERVIEWING INTELLIGENCE

In 2006, my firm ran private studies in two different large law firms 
where we sat in on interviews for the incredibly competitive sum-
mer clerkship positions at the firms, and we evaluated the interviews 
according to two primary criteria: (1) how much time the interviewer 
talked versus how much time the interviewee talked, and (2) how 
many personal things (such as family, hobbies, undergraduate alma 
mater, etc.) were discussed in the interview versus how many things 



We See What We Know, We Become What We See | 119

directly related to the summer clerkship (law school alma mater, activ-
ities in law school, professional interests, previous work experience, 
etc.). After observing and recording the data from the interviews, we 
debriefed with the interviewers and interviewees on these additional 
considerations: (1) how well they thought the interview went, (2) how 
connected each person felt to the other, and (3) what general cues they 
used to arrive at conclusions about the other (i.e., body language, word 
choices, etc.).
 Here are a few of the overall results:

• The more an interviewer talked during the interview, the more 
likely he or she was to like the candidate that was being inter-
viewed. (Yes, you read that correctly. The more the person who 
was doing the interview talked, the more he loved the person 
being interviewed!)

• Many of the interviewers reported “having a gut feeling” that 
they were going to like the candidate before the candidate walked 
into the interview. The primary source of the “gut feeling” was 
the resume, specifically similarities that the interviewer spot-
ted between himself or herself and the interviewee such as alma 
mater, extracurricular activities, and personal interests.

• The more the interviewer talked during the interview, the more 
likely personal issues were discussed more than job-related issues.

• The more the interviewer talked during the interview, the more 
likely the interviewer and interviewee were to rate the interview 
as a positive interview.

 None of the interviewers felt that they were biased for or against 
any of the candidates, but when the interviewers “felt” that they would 
connect with the candidate, they spent more time talking in the inter-
view, which led to them having a more favorable impression of the 
candidate.
 Anecdotally, as I observed these interviews, I also noticed that the 
interviewer’s interest in the candidate was immediately evident when 
he or she had that “gut feel” about a candidate. In these situations, the 
interviewers often had much greater eye contact with the candidate 
and seemed much more relaxed, which in turn created a greater ease 
for the candidate as well.
 By the end of many of the interviews, there were certain candi-
dates who definitely looked like they were more confident, charming, 
and intelligent; coincidentally, these candidates happen to have been 
in the interviews where the interviewers talked a lot.
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In both firms, we found a high correlation between the candidates 
who “felt good” to the interviewers prior to the interview and the 
candidates who eventually received offers for the summer clerkship. 
The interviews were effectively irrelevant, so did the interviewers pick 
up something in the resume that they instinctively knew would net 
them a great candidate, or did the interviewers make great candidates 
through the way that they interviewed? It’s difficult to say conclu-
sively; however, the candidates that the interviewers connected with 
shared more visible identity characteristics with them than the candi-
dates with whom the interviewers did not connect.

 The type of “comfort zone” biases—where connections are made 
on similarities instead of differences—evident in the preceding case 
study is a primary cause of being stuck in the Retro IQ. While The 

NEXT IQ requires the active seeking of and engagement with different 
perspectives, the Retro IQ settles into comfortable patterns of seeking 
similarities. Not only does the Retro IQ mire decision-making pro-
cesses in the muck of the status quo, it also prevents the different per-
spectives necessary to drive change, innovation, and forward thinking 
from entering the organization.
 The law firms in our studies are quite typical of how the legal 
industry recruits and hires. Individual subjectivities of the interviewers 
have a disproportionate impact on the hiring process because there are 
no objective mechanisms to balance out the subjectivities. That said, 
law firms are not the only perpetrators of inserting unconscious bias 
into interviewing and hiring processes. Physical differences between 
individuals make a difference in how every profession interviews and 
hires, and the unconscious biases that we carry regarding differences 
and similarities results in statistics like the following:

 ■ Malcolm Gladwell reports in his book, Blink, that “on average 
CEOs were just a shade under six feet. Given that the average 
American male is 5'9" that means that CEOs, as a group, have 
about three inches on the rest of their sex. But this statistic actu-
ally understates matters. In the U.S. population, about 14.5 per-
cent of all men are six feet or over. Among CEOs of Fortune 500 
companies, that number is 58 percent. Even more strikingly, in 
the general American population, 3.9 percent of adult men are 
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6'2" or taller. Among my CEO sample, 30 percent were 6'2" or 
taller.”13

 ■ In a study on the correlation between the particular type of name 
on a resume and the probability of getting called for an interview, 
Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil Mullainathan found that “White 
names receive 50 percent more callbacks for interviews. Callbacks 
are also more responsive to resume quality for White names 
than for African American ones. The racial gap is uniform across 
occupation, industry, and employer size . . . Equally importantly, 
applicants with African American names find it hard to overcome 
this hurdle in callbacks by improving their observable skills or 
credentials.”14

 ■ A study in England on the various accents within England and 
possible perceptions of intelligence connected with the accents 
found “speaking in a Birmingham accent gives a worse impres-
sion than saying nothing at all . . . [the study led by Dr. Lance 
Workman of Bath Spa University] compared the Yorkshire accent 
with those from Birmingham and with the clipped tone of what is 
known as Queen’s English . . . [According to Dr. Workman] ‘Sur-
veys have shown that a lot of people associate Birmingham with 
criminal activity, and they associate criminal activity with low 
intelligence.’”15

 ■ Several studies on people who weigh more than the norm have 
shown that obesity affects employment opportunities, advance-
ment and promotion opportunities, as well as compensation, not 
due to deficiencies in qualification but perceptions that people 
who are obese are not hardworking, intelligent, self-disciplined, 
and/or trustworthy.16 One study found that for women in the 
United States, an addition of 64 pounds above the average weight 
for women resulted in a 9 percent drop in wages, which roughly 
translates to about 1.5 years of education or 3 years of work expe-
rience.17 A study conducted in the European Union found that 
a 10 percent increase in an individual’s BMI (body mass index) 
decreased men’s wages by 1.9 percent and women’s wages by 3.3 
percent.18 These and other studies have shown that “overweight 
job applicants and employees were evaluated more negatively and 
had more negative employment outcomes compared to non-over-
weight applicants and employees.”19
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 ■ A recent study demonstrated that when we have a choice, we will 
consistently sit next to someone who we feel looks similar to us.20 
As one of the primary researchers, Anne Wilson, summarizes, 
“[p]eople tend to think that someone who looks a little more like 
them is more likely to think like them . . . If you expect someone 
to be more like you, you might behave toward them in a more 
open and likeable way. And that kind of ‘social lubrication’ is a key 
ingredient in the foundation of a lasting relationship.”21

 The statistical sketches profiled above illustrate how our uncon-
scious biases manifest without our explicit permission or even knowl-

edge. When I’ve done assessments 
of workplaces and found very 
similar workplace and workforce 
patterns, I have rarely found con-
scious and deliberate efforts to 
select or promote or view posi-
tively an individual based on 
something like height or name or 
accent or body weight. Even when 

confronted with the statistical evidence within their organizations of 
bias along physical differentiators, most leaders quickly try to find spe-
cific reasons why individuals within a group may have not succeeded 
instead of acknowledging the reality of actions that are not conscious or 
deliberate.
 These patterns are not limited to physical attributes. We have done 
assessments in workplaces where we found unfounded correlations 
between neatness of work spaces and perceptions of analytical ability 
(direct correlation) and between the number of personal pictures dis-
played in offices and perceptions of friendliness (direct correlation). Our 
tendencies to see what we know allows us to quickly sort the world around 
us into preexisting categories, but when we do, we also lose the opportu-
nity to see and learn something different from what we already know.
 The Retro IQ sticks to many of our workplaces because we have 
imbued these places with a false notion of meritocracy. When we are 
confronted with the possibility of concepts such as unconscious biases, 
subtle stereotypes, innate prejudices, or unintended discrimination, we 
defend our meritocracies instead of acknowledging their weaknesses.

I used to say that whenever 
people heard my Southern 
accent, they always wanted to 
deduct 100 IQ points.

Jeff Foxworthy (American 
comedian)
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 Cultivating a global mindset requires the intellectual courage and 
intellectual openness to seek and include new perspectives and learn 
new ways to thrive in this changing world. In order to increase our 
individual and collective NEXT IQs, we have to open up to the possibil-
ity that though we may want to embrace new and different perspectives 
from people who are perceptibly different from us, we often unknow-
ingly work to keep these perspectives out of our workplaces and our 
comfort zones.
 We also have to open up to the possibility that the flip side to 
unconscious bias is unconscious privilege. Defined as a special advan-
tage, immunity, permission, right, or benefit granted to or enjoyed by 
an individual, class, or caste,22 there are individuals who benefit from 
unconscious privilege granted to them just as there are individuals who 
suffer from unconscious biases working against them.
 In understanding privilege as the counterpoint to bias, it is critical 
to understand that when an individual or group benefits from one or 
many privileges, their lack of knowledge of the privilege(s) and/or their 
lack of affirmative permission to receive the privilege(s) do not negate 
the benefits that they enjoy. Furthermore, individuals who benefit from 
privilege cannot “give it back” just as those who are negatively impacted 
by bias cannot “opt out” of being perceived a particular way.
 In our law firm studies, the candidates who benefited from the 
interviewers’ higher degrees of comfort cannot “give back” that privi-
lege even if they were to discover that other candidates had not been 
“connected with” in the same way. Taller men cannot “give back” what-
ever halo effect their height has on those around them. People with 
traditionally “white” names cannot “give back” the sense of trust and 
intelligence others feel when they see their name in contrast to the 
sense of foreignness felt when they see traditionally “African American 
names.” And, people of average weight cannot “give back” the privilege 
of not being automatically viewed as lazy simply because their metabo-
lism works differently than someone else’s.
 This is what makes the Retro IQ so stubbornly sticky. People who 
benefit from certain identity privileges often feel that acknowledg-
ing the privileges that have advantaged them somehow minimizes the 
work that they have done and the challenges that they have overcome. 
Acknowledging privilege does not negate merit, but not acknowledg-
ing privilege does close out the ability to fully become aware of bias. 
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Without increasing awareness about bias, it is impossible to actively 
seek, include, and integrate the different perspectives necessary to 
increase your intelligence in the 21st century, especially as a leader.

We Become What We See
Both unconscious biases and the privileges that they leave in their wake 
focus on the reactions and perceptions of external perspective; they 
reflect how one is perceived by others when biases, stereotypes, and 

prejudices get triggered. Stereo-
type threat and stereotype lift, on 
the other hand, are the internal 
reflections of external biases, ste-
reotypes, and prejudices.
 Stereotype threat is the internal-

ization of a negative stereotype about 

one’s group as a natural or inevitable 

part of one’s life or character.23 The seminal studies in the field of stereo-
type threat “showed in several experiments that Black college fresh-
men and sophomores performed more poorly on standardized tests 
than White students when their race was emphasized. When race was 
not emphasized, however, Black students performed better and equiva-
lently with White students. The results showed that performance in 
academic contexts can be harmed by the awareness that one’s behavior 
might be viewed through the lens of racial stereotypes.”24 The impact 
of stereotype threat on The NEXT IQ necessitates that leaders under-
stand that the diverse perspectives they work to bring to their teams 
cannot always be maximized to full potential if the organization, cul-
turally and structurally, cannot support that talent by fully understand-
ing and including it.
 As a leader, there are a few key dynamics of stereotype threats that 
are critical to understand if you are going to actively identify, seek, and 
integrate diverse perspectives into your own intelligence as well as the 
overall intelligence of your team:

1. Individuals who belong to a group that is negatively stereotyped 
in any environment tend to disengage from that environment 
and tend to not feel high levels of commitment and/or invest-

It is not necessary to change. 
Survival is not mandatory.

W. Edwards Deming 
(statistician, author, and 

consultant, 1900–1993)
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ment in these organizations leading to lower morale, lower pro-
ductivity, and higher attrition for those individuals.

2. Individuals who belong to a group that is negatively stereotyped 
show decreased performance25 “on any task where a stereotype 
is invoked suggesting that members of some groups will perform 
more poorly than others.”26

3. Individuals who belong to a group that is negatively stereotyped 
can often self-sabotage their own chances for success because 
they are forecasting that they will not be as successful as mem-
bers of groups that are not negatively stereotyped.

4. Members of a negatively stereotyped group can suffer the con-
sequences of stereotype threat in regards to what they believe 
about themselves and the goals to which they aspire. Thus such 
an individual is more likely to shift his or her career aspirations 
away from his or her true goals to fit the underrepresentation 
and negative stereotypes.

5. Stereotype threat is rarely a conscious process; however, emerg-
ing research is starting to show that we can actually measure 
what is happening in people’s brains (e.g., increase in physiologi-
cal stress,27 disruptions in memory,28 and increased anxiety29) 
that causes decreases in performance when stereotype threats are 
at work.

6. Stereotype threat can be reduced through several innovative 
techniques if leaders recognize the loss in talent that occurs 
through stereotype threat and invest in creating teams and orga-
nizations where stereotype threat does not minimize the input 
that underrepresented and/or negatively stereotyped people con-
tribute to the team’s and organization’s overall output.

 In order for a leader to actively seek and engage diverse perspec-
tives, that leader must understand how stereotype threat impacts the 
ability of different people to contribute their best talents. Without this 
understanding, leaders can often underestimate the true talent of peo-
ple who are part of negatively stereotyped groups. Moreover, the flip side 

of stereotype threat—stereotype lift—can lead to the overestimation of the true 

talent of people who are not part of negatively stereotyped groups.

 Although social scientists have studied the consequences of nega-
tive stereotypes for decades, the focus on the consequences of not being 
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stereotyped is relatively new. We have known for years that there are 
two aspects to IQ tests that decrease performance for some groups—
potential bias in the test instruments and potential stereotype threat 
for the test taker. What we have not known until recently is whether 
there is a “stereotype lift” for those who belong to groups that are not 
negatively stereotyped. Research is starting to illustrate that “[w]hen a 
negative stereotype impugns the ability or worth of an outgroup, peo-
ple may experience stereotype lift—a performance boost that occurs 
when downward comparisons are made with a denigrated outgroup . . . 
members of nonstereotyped groups were found to perform better when 
a negative stereotype about an outgroup was linked to an intellectual 
test than when it was not.”30

 One of the more fascinating aspects of stereotype lift is that indi-
viduals can benefit from being part of a group that is not negatively 
stereotyped regardless of whether the negative stereotypes of the out-
group are explicitly referenced or not. As long as you know that there 
are stereotypes about who does or does not do well in a particular situ-
ation or on a particular task, and you know that the negative stereotype 
does not apply to you, you will perform better than you would if there 
were no stereotypes attached to the situation.
 As Gregory Walton, one of the primary researchers of stereotype 
lift, is quoted in an interview for an internal Yale communication, “Our 
evidence suggests that ‘stereotype lift’ improves the performance of 
white men on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) by, on average, 50 
points—a performance boost that at the most selective colleges could 
make the difference between rejection and acceptance,” Walton says. 
“Stereotype-inspired social comparisons may help alleviate the self-
doubt, anxiety and fear of rejection that otherwise hamper performance 
on important intellectual tests.”31

 Stereotype threat and stereotype lift are the twin engines keeping 
the mechanism of self-fulfilling prophecies in motion. Philosopher and 
psychologist Paul Watzlawick, a trailblazer in understanding how we 
communicate explicitly, subtly, and even subconsciously, defined self-
fulfilling prophecy as “an assumption or prediction that, purely as a 
result of having been made, cause the expected or predicted event to 
occur and thus confirms its own ‘accuracy.’”32 Self-fulfilling prophe-
cies keep the Retro IQ cemented as the central framework of how we 
understand intelligence because we need the future to make sense with 
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the past. The NEXT IQ framework, however, recognizes that only in 
breaking these cycles of “what is becomes what can be” can we allow 
different perspectives to be strong enough to elevate our collective 
intelligence.
 When I integrate the concepts of stereotype threat and stereotype 
lift into my work with clients on their talent management, leadership 
development, or innovation strategies, I see many “aha!” moments 
occur as leaders grapple with the potential consequences of these prin-
ciples in their organizations. I also get this one question in almost every 
discussion: “Doesn’t this assume that we are all working off the exact 
same stereotypes?” I answer this question with an exercise, so go ahead 
and quickly do the exercise that follows.

From each pair of words below, select the word that you feel is 
generally the more powerful of the two roles/identities in society.

Rich Poor
High School Graduate College Graduate
Male Female
Thin Obese
Homeowner Renter
Child Parent
Doctor Nurse
African American Caucasian
Heterosexual Gay/Lesbian
Married Divorced
Small Business Fortune 500 Company
Urban Rural
Citizen Immigrant
Paralegal Attorney
Landlord Tenant

 We have run this exercise with hundreds of individuals across vari-
ous industries and levels, and over 90 percent of the time the selections 
are: Rich, College Graduate, Male, Thin, Homeowner, Parent, Doc-
tor, Caucasian, Heterosexual, Married, Fortune 500 Company, Urban, 
Citizen, Attorney, and Landlord. Depending on the audience and their 
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personal experiences, we may get slightly higher numbers for Female 
over Male or Divorced over Married, but the exercise consistently 
arrives at very similar results.
 How do individuals who don’t know each other and who reside in 
different cities, industries, and hierarchical levels arrive at such con-
sensus in analyzing such broad categories? Socialization. We are social 
creatures (even the introverts among us) and we are constantly being 
socialized into the norms of the social ties we have with the world 
around us. We learn behavioral norms and how to see others in our 
families, at work, on the streets, in restaurants, on the subway, in eleva-
tors, with our children, with our friends, and so on. We learn how to 
quickly scan the environment for cues on how to behave and what to 
say. Even if many of us choose to rebel again the norms or not abide 
with what is expected of us, we often do so after gaining insights into 
what we are supposed to do, so we know we are rebelling against the 
norms. In many ways this is the same thing as following the norms 
because in both instances, you are recognizing the norm and validating 
it before you choose to either adhere to or challenge it. Social norms are 
the basis of many of our stereotypes, and as we filter our surroundings 
through the media, our experiences, and our perceptions to identify 
norms, we are also taking in information about stereotypes and cultural 
biases.
 We all scan a little differently, but if we are scruitinizing the same 
cultural data points, we arrive at eerily similar conclusions like the 90 
percent plus agreement rate on which of the roles/characteristics gen-
erally had more power in society. Upon closer examination, we may 
decide that we don’t agree with our own answers, but our answers are 
still our answers even if we choose to act in a divergent direction. And, 
these answers are what make stereotype threat and stereotype lift so 
pernicious. Since we know the categories, and we know how the catego-
ries stack up against each other, we also gauge how we stack up based on 
the categories in which we belong.

A Deeper Dive into the Comfort of Similarities
Our biases are not conscious choices to think a particular way, rather 
they are the mental shortcuts we take before making decisions. These 
shortcuts, sometimes called heuristics, are the “rules of thumb” we 
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use that we think are based on experiences but are just as often based 
on perceptions not at all rooted in observation or objective facts. The 
shortcuts we use in connection with seeing what we know instead of 
what is in front of us can be categorized as follows:

 ■ Stereotyping Bias33—We use assumptions (consciously or 
unconsciously) to evaluate or assess a person instead of facts. Why 
do people do it? Because it is faster and easier to stereotype than 
to ask . . . unless you are wrong! We need to generalize for the 
sake of efficiency but The NEXT IQ reminds us to question our 
generalizations for the sake of accuracy.

 ■ In-group Bias34—There’s the in-group—people who are simi-
lar in some way—and there’s the out-group—people who don’t 
share the relevant trait in common with the in-group. Imagine a 
group of people standing in a circle facing each other. That’s the 
in-group—they see each other. Now, imagine a second group of 
people standing in a circle around that first circle. That’s the out-
group—they see some of the others in their circle, and they see 
the backs of the in-groupers. They also realize they have to go 
through the in-groupers in order to get to the circle. The NEXT 

IQ reminds us to realize that we are often out-groupers in one sit-
uation and in-groupers in another. Knowing where we stand and 
how we see the situation is critical to understanding the situation.

 ■ Status Quo Bias/System Justification35—We prefer the status 
quo that we know even if we believe that change could benefit us. 
So, we will lean toward the current situation in making our deci-
sions even if we don’t like the situation we are in. (We all say that 
change is good, but what we really mean is that change is good as 
long as we don’t have to change!) The NEXT IQ reminds us that 
our ability to change is the precursor to us creating any change. 
(See the Change Is Also a Verb exercises in Chapter 7.)

 ■ Illusory Correlation36—We create a relationship between two 
things that doesn’t really exist. Think about how we correlate 
cars, homes, or clothes to income, intelligence, and personality 
traits. Or an educational pedigree with future success. Or tattoos 
with character traits. This is very similar to the other shortcuts, 
but it offers a slightly different way of looking at the assumptions 
we make, especially around characteristics that are not identity 
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traits. The NEXT IQ reminds us that many of our correlations are 
accepted but unfounded.

 Think of a time in your personal or professional life when you 
remember clearly not being included in a particular group. The group 
can be an informal clique, a formal club, an athletic team, a family unit, 
a professional association, a professional networking group, or any 
other group from which you perceived yourself to have been excluded. 
As you complete the following table, see if you can find examples of 
similarity biases that you perceived, observed, and/or experienced as an 
out-grouper.

COMMON COGNITIVE BIASES CONNECTED 
TO THE COMFORT OF SIMILARITY

Bias Description Your Examples

Stereotyping Bias We use assumptions 
(consciously or 
unconsciously) to evaluate 
or assess a person instead 
of facts.

In-group Bias The in-group members are 
similar in some way; the 
out-group members don’t 
share the relevant trait in 
common with the in-group.

Status Quo Bias/
System Justification

Even if we believe that 
change could benefit us, 
we will lean toward the 
current situation in making 
our decisions.

Illusory Correlation We create a relationship 
between two things that 
doesn’t really exist.

 Now, think of a time in your personal or professional life when you 
felt you really achieved a high level of success. Who else belongs in this 
group of successful people? The group can be an informal clique, a for-
mal club, an athletic team, a family unit, a professional association, a 
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professional networking group, or any other group that includes peers 
who share your success. As you complete the following table, see if you 
can find examples of similarity biases that exist within this group of 
successful people. How does this group of people see those who don’t fit 
within the group?

COMMON COGNITIVE BIASES CONNECTED 
TO THE COMFORT OF SIMILARITY

Bias Description Examples

Stereotyping Bias We use assumptions 
(consciously or 
unconsciously) to evaluate 
or assess a person instead 
of facts.

In-group Bias The in-group members are 
similar in some way; the 
out-group members don’t 
share the relevant trait in 
common with the in-group.

Status Quo Bias/
System Justification

Even if we believe that 
change could benefit us, 
we will lean toward the 
current situation in making 
our decisions.

Illusory Correlation We create a relationship 
between two things that 
doesn’t really exist.

 Which set of examples did you have an easier time generating? 
Did it feel easier or harder to generate examples of similarity biases 
when you were part of the out-group or when you were part of the in-
group? This is a powerful exercise that can be done with children as 
young as five and adults in any situation. The cognitive jump of think-
ing like an out-grouper and then switching to being an in-grouper can 
enable us to see that even our own perspectives shift as our perception 
of our identity shifts. The majority of people of any demographic that 
do this exercise find it easier to generate examples when they are the 
out-groupers.
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 Imagine you are at a concert sitting behind two tall people whose 
height makes it impossible for you to see the stage. You can hear the 
music so you know that the performer is on the stage, but you can-
not see the performer. This sharp focus on the two people in front of 
you is the focus that out-groupers generally report. It is the wanting to 
see what is happening on stage but feeling like you are being blocked 
from it and not knowing how much of a right you really have to tell 
the people in front of you to move or bend down or lean to the side so 
that your line of sight clears. It would be much harder for the two tall 
people to understand the perspective of the person who could not see 
the stage, but the person who could not see the stage spends a consider-
able amount of time contemplating the lack of ability to see the stage, 
the two people who are blocking the stage, the amount of money spent 
on the concert tickets, and so on. In-groupers rarely have the perspec-
tive they need to understand what it is to be an in-grouper because they 
most often cannot even see the out-groupers, let alone access the expe-
riences and perspectives of the out-groupers.

The Next IQ Bias Breakers
The word bias comes from the Old French word biais, which meant 
against the grain, slanted, or oblique. It was primarily used in con-

nection with the game of bowls 
(similar to bocce) that used bowls 
weighted on one side in order to 
make their path more oblique 
than straight. Breaking through 
biases is about recognizing that 
we all have biases or slants that 
cause us to lean in a particular 

direction when we really intend to travel straight. We need to recog-
nize that most biases cannot be eliminated, but they can be interrupted 
before they influence our actions. There is no doubt that there are 
many people who are intelligent in spite of their biases; The NEXT IQ 
asks how much more intelligent that intelligence can get if the biases 
were interrupted so new information could seep in.
 The following Bias Breakers. are generally useful to raise awareness 
of and interrupt all the various biases discussed in this and the next two 

Everyone thinks of changing 
the world, but no one thinks 
of changing himself.

Leo Tolstoy (Russian author, 
1828–1910)
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chapters, but they are especially effective for breaking biases related to 
similarities in identity and other visible differentiators between people.

1. Pay Attention to Surprise.
 Our reaction of surprise is one of the best tools that we have to 

recognize and interrupt bias. Surprise is our brain’s way of com-
municating to us that the reality in front of us is different than 
the expectation. Even if we are not fully aware of the expecta-
tions we hold in our mind, we are aware of our surprise. The 
essence of bias is that it causes us to create expectations about 
certain realities without actually experiencing those realities. 
Surprise is that difference between expectations and experience.

 ■ For one full day (one full week if you are ambitious), keep a 
written list of everything that surprises you. Here are just a 
few examples from some of our clients’ Surprise Lists: “I was 

not expecting her work product to be this good.” “I was expecting him 

to handle that feedback much better than he did.” “I didn’t expect 

her to look like that.” “I didn’t expect this restaurant to have any-

thing I would like.” “I didn’t expect the train to be crowded today.” 
Once you have your list, ask yourself why each of the surprises 
was, in fact, a surprise. Why was I not expecting her work product 

to be this good? 
 ■ As you become more aware of what surprises you, start assess-

ing the strength of your surprise. Rate your surprise from 1 to 
10 with 1 being a very mild surprise to 10 being an utterly unex-
pected shock. The stronger your surprise, the deeper the bias.

 Keeping a list of your surprises and assessing the strength of each 
surprise will raise your awareness of how often and by what you are 
surprised. Use this awareness of your surprise to people, events, and 
things to learn about your own expectations of the world around you. 
This is equally applicable to individuals, teams, or organizations. Doing 
this exercise as a team or an organization can be especially illuminating 
when you are creating a strategic partnership with a new organization, 
selecting vendors, or deciding how you plan to identify your organiza-
tion’s high performers.
 Once you are aware of your own expectations, you are then in con-
trol of allowing that slant to impact your actions . . . or not.
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2. Oppose Yourself.
 A great way to activate our individual or organizational critical 

thinking skills is to deliberately challenge our own thinking. 
When you make a decision about a person, an event, or a thing 
(especially if you are able to arrive at that decision quickly, easily, 
or very comfortably), ask yourself to list all the reasons why you 
should decide to the contrary. Try this exercise in the reverse as 
well by actively listing all the reasons why you should choose an 
option that you easily or quickly rejected.

  Sample decisions from our organizational clients where 
oppositional thinking actually led them to different decisions 
include hiring decisions, promotion decisions, vendor selec-
tions, technology selections, selections for event venues, and 
so on. Samples from our individual clients include selections of 
employers, decisions regarding resignation, choices on whether 
to/how to receive constructive feedback, and so on. With both 
organizations and individuals, we have seen the many “aha!” 
moments that occur when oppositional thinking is actively 
engaged.

  Deliberately opposing your own decisions forces you to see 
beyond the “reasons for” something to actively consider the 
“reasons against” that same thing, or vice versa. This exercise 
interrupts our leaning to see only the positive in some things and 
only the negative in other things. Since our brains are weighted 
to see what we expect to see instead of what is actually in front 
of us, this exercise adds weight to the other side so our brain can 
actually evaluate all options equally critically.

3. Ask One Question.
 For one day (or, again, for one week if you are ambitious), ask 

at least one question in each substantive conversation about 
something you already think you know. If you are in a meeting, 
challenge yourself to ask a question instead of offering your per-
spective. If you are mentoring someone, ask a question to get to 
know your mentee deeper instead of offering up advice. If there 
is someone in the workplace that you don’t know especially well, 
ask a question to get a dialog started.
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  This can be especially illustrative in dealing with colleagues 
with whom you work frequently. Ask one question per conversa-
tion and see if the answers surprise you. If they do, then reread 
the section on using surprises as awareness tools!

  One of our clients implemented the One-Question model in 
its senior leadership meetings by beginning each meeting with a 
round of each leader asking one question about the topic(s) in the 
agenda. Only when all the questions were asked did the meeting 
proceed with the actual agenda, and if the round of questions 
did not feel substantial enough, the group often agreed to do 
a second round of questions before they continued. The One-
Question model is not powerful because of the answers that the 
questions can solicit, but because the questions themselves prime 
people for solving the problems by thinking about the issues 
from the angles of all the different questions asked.

4. Focus on Behaviors.
 When you are in a situation (as an individual or an organiza-

tion) to evaluate someone’s potential, accomplishments, and/
or abilities, challenge yourself to focus only on evaluating his 
or her behaviors, not your impressions. This is equally impor-
tant in both formal and informal evaluative situations since 
formal evaluations are usually the cumulative result of informal 
evaluations.

  For every evaluative statement regarding someone’s poten-
tial, think of least one behavior (ideally two or three behaviors) 
that supports your evaluation. If you cannot identify behaviors, 
the evaluation is more of an opinion than an assessment. Opin-
ions are fraught with potential biases where evaluations of spe-
cific behaviors focus more on what you actually see instead of 
your expectations of what you think you should see.

  One caveat to keep in mind about evaluating behaviors is 
that we don’t perceive the same behaviors expressed by different 
people in the same way. So, an additional exercise in bias break-
ing can be to take the identified behaviors and ask yourself if 
you would evaluate the same behaviors if they were expressed by 
someone else who was very different.
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The Next IQ Insights: Chapter 9
 ■ We default to what is comfortable, and one of our comfort zones is 

similarity in what we see. We default to similarity over difference, 
especially when the similarities or differences are visible.

 ■ Biases, stereotypes, prejudices, and discrimination are often used 
interchangeably, but they mean very different things. Bias is lean-
ing toward something, a stereotype is applying that leaning to 
a group of people, a prejudice is prejudging a person or a group 
based on a bias or a stereotype, and discrimination is the action an 
individual takes because of a bias, stereotype, or prejudice.

 ■ The Implicit Association Test (projectimplicit.org) is a great way 
to test your own leanings in a private and reliable way.

 ■ From height to names to accents to weight, studies have demon-
strated that we all take mental shortcuts (mostly unconsciously) 
that prevent us from seeking and including different perspectives 
in the way we think.

 ■ Bias is intrinsically connected to privilege, and together, they 
result in both stereotype threat and stereotype lift.

 ■ The four primary mental shortcuts connected with our comfort 
with similarity are stereotyping bias, in-group bias, status quo/
system justification bias, and illusory correlation bias.

The Next IQ Actions: Chapter 9
 ■ Interrupt your biases! Although most biases are unconscious, they 

can be consciously and deliberately interrupted. They need to be 
interrupted in order for The NEXT level of intelligence to enter 
and thrive. The four best Bias Breakers for visible similarities are 
(1) pay attention to surprise, (2) oppose yourself, (3) ask one ques-
tion, and (4) focus on behaviors.

 ■ Keep interrupting your biases! Biases don’t disappear upon inter-
ruption. They need to be continuously interrupted in order to 
think, learn, and lead in new ways.




