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Abstract 

Recent work in social psychology suggests that people harbor “implicit race biases,” biases 

which can be unconscious or uncontrollable. Because awareness and control have traditionally 

been deemed necessary for the ascription of moral responsibility, implicit race biases present a 

unique challenge for moral appraisal. The present paper reports two experiments that 

investigated the impact such theories have upon moral judgments about racial discrimination. 

The results show that different theories offered by social psychologists differ in their impact on 

moral judgments: when implicit biases are defined as being unconscious, people hold the biased 

agent less morally responsible than when these biases are defined as being automatic, or when no 

theory of implicit bias is provided. 
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 Though overt racism has been in decline for decades, psychology research suggests that 

subtle forms of race bias can still be commonly found. These “implicit race biases” are negative 

attitudes which may be unconscious or uncontrollable. They predict discriminatory behavior, yet 

are often disavowed by those who hold them (McConnell & Leibold, 2001). This work has had 

an enormous impact on psychological research, where it has led to the formulation of a number 

of important scientific questions (Gawronski, Lebel, & Peters, 2007; Payne, 2001), but it has also 

received a great deal of attention within the popular and legal press (Fiske, 2005; Jolls & 

Sunstein, 2006), where it is beginning to provoke certain difficult moral questions (Arkes & 

Tetlock, 2004; Banaji, Nosek, & Greenwald, 2004). If people come to believe that racial 

discrimination is the result of unconscious and uncontrollable processes, it seems possible that 

they might conclude that individuals who engage in racial discrimination are not actually morally 

responsible or blameworthy for what they have done. The present studies investigate these 

phenomena by directly examining how beliefs about implicit race bias impact intuitive 

judgments about moral responsibility for racial discrimination. 

There are two prominent versions of implicit bias theories. Both theories posit that 

implicit biases are attitudes that are activated without effort and without regard to people’s 

intentions or efforts to control them. However, the “unconscious view” posits that agents are 

unaware of these attitudes (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler, 2000), 

whereas the “automatic view” posits that agents are consciously aware of these attitudes but 

unable to control their influence (Devine & Monteith, 1999; Fazio, Jackson, Dunton & Williams, 

1995). Whereas both views undermine control, the unconscious view undermines control and 

awareness. Because awareness and control have traditionally been deemed necessary for the 
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ascription of moral responsibility (Wigley, 2007), these emphases suggest unique predictions 

about how each theory will impact moral judgments. 

 Although the unconscious and automatic theories are different, there might be something 

common to both which limits the amount of moral responsibility that can be assigned for 

discrimination due to implicit bias. On the unconscious view, a person cannot be expected to 

control a bias that he or she does not know exists (Wilson & Brekke, 1994). And on the 

automatic view, resistance to control is part of the definition of automatic responses. Because 

both views divest the agent of control over attitudes and behavior, this common element might 

decrease judgments of responsibility (Bargh, 1999; Pizarro, Uhlmann, & Salovey, 2003). On the 

other hand, something specific to one of the theories might impact moral judgments. The 

unconscious view could excuse an agent of bias because he or she was not aware of it to begin 

with (Banaji & Greenwald, 1995), and thus decrease responsibility judgments beyond any 

common effects of uncontrollability. Any additional impact upon moral judgments by the 

unconscious view would reflect a unique contribution of lack of awareness. 

While many theorists have speculated about the moral ramifications of implicit race bias, 

there is little empirical research on these issues (though see Hodson & Esses, 2005; Knobe & 

Roedder, forthcoming). The current research tests the effect of theories of implicit bias on 

judgments of moral responsibility, with two questions in mind. First, does explaining 

discriminatory behavior by a theory of implicit bias generally reduce judgments of moral 

responsibility? Second, does one theory in particular – the unconscious view or the automatic 

view – reduce judgments of moral responsibility more than the other?   

Experiment 1 
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 Experiment 1 was designed to test whether theories of implicit bias reduce judgments of 

moral responsibility, and if so, whether one theory reduces these judgments more than the other. 

To answer these questions, we created scenarios to represent three different ways of explaining 

racially discriminatory behavior. The scenarios began as follows: 

John is in charge of promotions at a major company.  He is supposed to decide between 

various candidates based upon merit. John is White.   

The scenario representing the unconscious theory continued with the following critical section: 

 Consciously, John thinks people should be treated equally, regardless of race. 

Despite this, John has a sub-conscious dislike for African-Americans. He is unaware of 

having this dislike, but if he knew, he would disagree with this feeling, because he 

sincerely believes in equality. This sub-conscious dislike drives his behavior in ways he 

does not know about. 

 When John decides whether or not to promote an employee, he tries to decide 

only on merit. But because he is unaware of this sub-conscious dislike, he is not always 

successful at preventing it from influencing his judgment. As a result, John sometimes 

unfairly denies African-Americans promotions. 

The scenario representing the automatic theory instead included the following critical section: 

 Upon reflection, John thinks people should be treated equally, regardless of race. 

Despite this, John sometimes finds he has a gut feeling of dislike toward African-

Americans. He is aware of having this dislike, but disagrees with this feeling because he 

sincerely believes in equality. This gut feeling of dislike drives his behavior in ways that 

he has difficulty controlling. 
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 When John decides whether or not to promote an employee, he tries to decide 

only on merit. But because it is difficult to control these gut feelings, he is not always 

successful at preventing them from influencing his judgment. As a result, John sometimes 

unfairly denies African-Americans promotions. 

 The third condition did not explain the protagonist’s behavior using any theory of 

implicit bias. Participants read only that the protagonist says he or she believes in equal treatment 

and that he or she discriminates. We refer to this condition as the “folk” view because 

participants must rely on their own inferences to make judgments about the case. It seems 

plausible that participants will view such agents as hypocritical and deem them the most morally 

responsible for their actions. The critical section of this scenario read: 

John says he thinks people should be treated equally, regardless of race. However, John 

sometimes unfairly denies promotions to African-Americans. 

We randomly assigned one of three content domains for generality: promotions within an 

organization, decisions to rent, and grading essay exams. In the renting scenarios, the protagonist 

was named “Jane” and in the grading scenarios the protagonist was named “Jim”.  We did not 

expect any differences to emerge across content domains. Each participant read only one 

scenario. 

Methods 

Participants 

 Ninety-two introductory psychology students (60 females) participated in the study for 

course credit. There were 3 Asian-American, 17 African-American, 65 Caucasian, and 7 

Hispanic participants.   

Design 
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 Participants were randomly assigned to view a scenario describing either the 

unconscious, automatic, or folk conditions. A renting, grading, or promotion scenario was 

randomly assigned in each condition. The dependent variable was the degree of moral 

responsibility attributed to the agent in the scenario. 

Materials and Procedure 

 Participants were seated in front of a computer and informed that they would be reading a 

short story and asked to answer a number of questions. After reading the scenario, participants 

received four questions in random order, which together constituted a Moral Responsibility 

scale. Each question had 5-point Likert-type scaling (from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly 

Agree). The scale included the following items: “John (or Jane or Jim, depending on the assigned 

scenario) is morally responsible for his treating African-Americans unfairly,” “John should be 

punished for treating African-Americans unfairly,” “John should not be blamed for treating 

African-Americans unfairly” (reverse coded), and “John should not be held accountable for 

treating African-Americans unfairly” (reverse coded). These were followed by questions about 

participant race and gender, and additional questions that will not be examined here. 

Results 

The Moral Responsibility scale had acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .65). 

In order to test the hypothesis that having a theory of implicit bias to explain discriminatory 

behavior reduces judgments of moral responsibility, we conducted an Analysis of Variance 

(ANOVA). As predicted, there was a significant main effect of theory condition, F(2, 92) = 6.39, 

p = .003, prep ≈ .97, η
2
 = .13 (see Figure 1). 

In order to test the nature of this difference, we conducted post hoc analyses using 

Tukey’s HSD. The automatic condition was not significantly different from the folk condition, p 
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= .80, prep ≈ .28. The unconscious condition, however, was significantly different from the 

automatic condition, p = .03, prep ≈ .91. When discrimination was explained using the 

unconscious theory of implicit bias, participants were particularly unlikely to hold the agent 

morally responsible, and this accounted for the overall main effect of theory condition.   

Discussion 

 Having a theory of implicit bias to explain discriminatory behavior significantly reduced 

judgments of moral responsibility. But it was not just any theory that had this effect, because 

people in the automatic and folk conditions were not significantly different in their judgments. It 

was the unconscious theory of implicit bias that attenuated responsibility. There appears to be 

something unique about the unconscious theory, above and beyond what it shares in common 

with the automatic theory. In Experiment 2, we sought to replicate these initial findings as well 

as explore three possible paths by which this result might be mediated. 

Experiment 2 

We learned in the first experiment that people ascribe less responsibility when 

discrimination is explained as a result of unconscious bias. In Experiment 2 we attempted to 

replicate these results and understand the underlying psychological process. We examined three 

mediation paths, each of which has some support in the moral cognition literature. 

The first path is based upon intent. Traditionally, the attribution of responsibility has 

required a prior attribution of intent to the agent (Shaver, 1985; Weiner, 1995). Moreover, 

awareness is seen as a prerequisite for intent (Jack & Shallice, 2001). Given the results of 

Experiment 1, it might be that people attributed less intent to discriminate in the unconscious 

condition, which in turn decreased judgments of moral responsibility. 
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The second path is based on intuitions about the agent’s ‘true self,’ or those core attitudes 

that define the agent. A number of researchers have argued that people regard an agent as 

morally responsible for a behavior to the degree that they perceive that behavior as stemming 

from the agent’s true self (Doris, 2002; Frankfurt, 1969; Sripada, 2008; Woolfolk, Doris, & 

Darley, 2006). Social cognition researchers are also in active debate over whether implicit biases 

reflect a person’s true self (Gawronski, Peters, & Lebel, in press; Nosek & Hansen, in press). In 

Experiment 1, participants might have felt that the action stemmed less from the agent’s true self 

in the unconscious condition, which in turn lowered judgments of moral responsibility. 

The final mediation path is based upon emotion.  Considerable research has shown that 

emotions influence moral judgments in general (Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darley, & 

Cohen, 2001; Haidt, 2001) and judgments of moral responsibility in particular (Nichols & 

Knobe, 2007). Participants might have felt the least negative emotion toward the agent in the 

unconscious condition, which in turn decreased judgments of moral responsibility. 

Methods 

Participants 

Ninety-two introductory psychology students (67 females) participated for course credit.  

There were 5 Asian-American, 13 African-American, 65 Caucasian, 6 Hispanic, and 3 Native 

American participants. Data for 5 subjects who expressed confusion about the experimental 

procedures were excluded.   

Design 

The design was the same as Experiment 1, except for the inclusion of additional items in 

the questionnaire phase of the experiment. Participants were assigned randomly into the 

unconscious, automatic, and folk conditions. The same scenarios were used. 
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Materials and Procedure 

The four items from the Moral Responsibility scale were presented in random order prior 

to the rest of the questions. Subsequent questions were randomized and came from three separate 

scales (Intent, Self, Emotion) representing the three mediation paths mentioned above. The Intent 

scale consisted of two items: “John had an intention to discriminate against African-Americans” 

and “John had an intention to treat African-Americans fairly” (reverse coded). The Self scale 

consisted of four items: “Do you believe that deep down, John is really prejudiced against 

African-Americans?” “Do you think that deep down, John really believes in racial equality?” 

(reverse coded), “John’s treatment of African-Americans reflects the kind of person he truly is,” 

and “John’s actions cannot be used to judge the kind of person he truly is” (reverse coded). The 

Emotion scale consisted of five items: “To what extent do you feel disgust toward John?” “To 

what extent do you feel anger toward John?” “To what extent do you feel sympathy toward 

John?” (reverse coded), “To what extent are you happy with John?” (reverse coded), and “To 

what extent do you feel kindness toward John?” (reverse coded). The Intent and Self scales used 

the same scale labels as the Moral Responsibility scale, while the Emotion scale used a different 

5-point labeling (from 1 = Not at all to 5 = Very much). As in Experiment 1, there followed 

questions about participant race and gender, as well as other questions that will not be examined 

here. 

Results 

As in Experiment 1, the Moral Responsibility scale had adequate internal consistency 

(Cronbach’s α = .65). Replicating the results of Study 1, the theory used to explain 

discrimination significantly affected judgments of moral responsibility, F(2, 92) = 10.07, p < 

.001, prep ≈ .995, η
2
 = .19 (see Figure 2). Post hoc analyses showed that the automatic condition 
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was not significantly different from the folk condition, p = .18, prep ≈ .75. The unconscious 

condition, however, was significantly different from the automatic condition, p = .04, prep ≈ .90. 

When people were led to understand the case using the unconscious theory of implicit bias, they 

were particularly unlikely to hold the agent morally responsible.   

To test our proposed mediators, we examined which of three possible mediation paths 

best fit the data. Table 1 displays the means of the Intent, Self, and Emotion variables. All three 

scales had acceptable internal consistency (two Intent items r = .38, Self α = .75, Emotion α = 

.75). Because there was no significant difference in moral judgment between the automatic and 

folk conditions, these two conditions were combined together and compared against the 

unconscious condition for mediation analyses.  

An ANOVA on the Intent scale revealed that there was no significant impact of theory 

condition on judgments of intent, F(1, 92) = 2.64, p = .11, prep ≈ .80, η
2
 = .03. Furthermore, a 

Sobel test showed that intent did not mediate the effect of theory condition on moral 

responsibility, Z = -1.43, p = .15, prep ≈ .77.
1
   

We next tested whether the effects could be explained by differences in perceptions of the 

protagonist’s “true self.” An ANOVA found no significant differences on the Self scale as a 

function of the implicit bias theory, F(1, 92) = .66, p = .42, prep ≈ .80, η
2
 = .03. True self played 

no role in explaining the effect of theory condition on moral judgment. 

In our final analysis we examined whether the effect of implicit bias theories on moral 

judgment was mediated by emotion. As mentioned above, theories of implicit bias significantly 

affected moral judgment. An ANOVA also showed that theories of implicit bias significantly 

affected emotions toward the agent, F(1, 92) = 6.93, p = .01, η
2
 = .07. Emotion and moral 

                                                 
1
 Another Sobel test revealed that in fact, moral judgment partially mediated the effect of theory condition on intent, 

Z = 2.43, p = .015, prep ≈ .94, suggesting that judgments of responsibility and intent have bi-directional influence. 
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judgment were themselves significantly correlated (r = .53, p < .001, prep ≈ 1.00). To test 

whether emotion mediated the effect of implicit bias theory on moral responsibility judgment, we 

ran a series of regression analyses. When emotion was entered simultaneously with theory, the 

regression coefficient measuring the relationship between theory and moral judgment was 

reduced from -.39 to -.27. A Sobel test showed that this reduction was significant (Z = -2.41, p = 

.02, prep ≈ .93). These results suggest that negative emotion partially mediated the effect of 

theory condition on judgments of moral responsibility (see Figure 3). 

Discussion 

Experiment 2 replicated the main findings of Experiment 1. Though having a theory of 

implicit bias did produce a significant change in moral judgments, this effect was driven almost 

entirely by the unconscious theory condition. To examine the underlying psychological process, 

we tested three possible mediation paths. Neither intent nor true self mediated the effect of 

implicit bias theory on judgments of moral responsibility. As predicted, negative emotion 

partially mediated the effect of theory on attributions of moral responsibility. Participants felt the 

least negative emotion when provided with the unconscious theory, and this accounted for the 

decreased attribution of moral responsibility therein.   

General Discussion 

The current studies investigated the impact that different theories of implicit race bias 

have on judgments of moral responsibility. The results of both experiments indicate that such 

theories can reduce responsibility judgments. When participants learned about acts of racial 

discrimination that were not explained by any psychological theory, they made the most severe 

moral judgments. When the discrimination was explained as the result of an automatic bias that 

was difficult to control, their judgments were not much changed. But when they learned that the 
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discrimination resulted from an unconscious bias – an attitude the agent didn’t know existed – 

their moral judgments were significantly more lenient.   

Experiment 2 also suggests that the effect of psychological theories on judgments of 

moral responsibility was mediated, not by judgments of intent or ‘true self,’ but by emotional 

reactions. People felt the least negative emotion when provided with the unconscious theory’s 

description of implicit race bias, and this lowered responsibility judgments. This outcome 

coheres with a wealth of research showing that emotion is integral to moral cognition (Alicke, 

2000; Greene et al., 2001; Haidt, 2001). 

Previous theories had suggested that moral responsibility judgments would be based 

either on assessments of the agent’s intent (Shaver, 1985; Weiner, 1995) or on assessments of the 

agent’s ‘true self’ (Doris, 2002; Sripada, 2008). The present study shows that people assign less 

responsibility to agents who are perceived to lack awareness, even though this lack of awareness 

does not impact their assessments of either intent or ‘true self.’ These findings indicate that 

perceptions of the agent’s awareness have an impact that goes beyond what would be predicted 

by theories of moral judgment that focus on intentions or notions of an agent’s true self.  

There are practical implications as well. Unlike cases of old-fashioned prejudice, 

participants in our studies did not want to hold a person responsible for discrimination based on 

an unconscious bias. Theories of implicit bias have received considerable attention in the popular 

press and in legal scholarship, and there is reason to believe that they may continue to influence 

popular opinion (Krieger & Fiske, 2006). Yet researchers are still debating whether implicit 

biases should be understood as unconscious or simply difficult to control (Fazio & Olson, 2003; 

Payne, Jacoby, & Lambert, 2005). The stakes in this debate are doubly high because the winners 
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may influence not only psychological theory, but also the ordinary judgments people make about 

moral responsibility in cases of unequal treatment. 
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Table 1. 

 

Descriptive Statistics, Experiment 2 
 
Variable  Unconscious M Automatic M  Folk M     

Intent   4.03   3.91   3.60                    

True Self  2.89   3.23   3.07   

Emotion  2.84   3.20   3.38     
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Figure Captions 

Figure 1.  Mean judgment of moral responsibility as a function of theories of implicit bias, 

Experiment 1. Error bars represent one standard error of the mean. 

Figure 2.  Mean judgment of moral responsibility as a function of theories of implicit bias, 

Experiment 2. Error bars represent one standard error of the mean. 

Figure 3.  Emotion mediates the effect of unconscious theory on moral responsibility.  All 

regression coefficients are significant at the p < .01 level. 
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Figure 1. 
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Figure 2. 
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Figure 3. 
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