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Unaware of Our 
Unawareness 

 
Gavin Mandel1*, 

 
       “I’ll know it when I see it,” runs the 
popular refrain.  It’s been used to explain how 
we can recognize everything from obscenity to 
true love.  But how much can we trust what we 
see or, rather, what we think we see?  For 
decades, cognitive psychologists have been 
discovering that there is more going on in our 
brains than we could ever be consciously 
aware of, even for a moment.  The simple tasks 
of everyday life are so complex that they 
would overwhelm us if we had to supervise 
them all the time. 
 

Consciousness Overthrown 
 
      What sorts of things influence our brains 
without our noticing?  The list is extensive.  
The earliest of the true classics was a bystander 
intervention study (1).  Imagine that you have 
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just arrived at a psychology study.  You are 
greeted by the experimenter and told that you 
will be having a group discussion via intercom.  
You’ll begin by taking turns talking about your 
experiences your freshman year, and then 
you’ll have a discussion.  You’re told that 
you’ll be with just one other person.  You’re 
shown into a room, the experimenter leaves, 
and the discussion begins.  As the other person 
is talking, he begins to have a seizure, bumping 
around, speaking incoherently, and then falling 
ominously silent.  What do you do? 
      Odds are, you think you’d ask for help.  
And you’re probably right.  Now imagine the 
exact same scenario with just one minor 
change.  Instead of being told that your 
discussion will involve you and one other 
person, you’re told that it will involve a group 
of four people.  When the discussion begins, 
they introduce themselves and then the 
unfortunate subject has his medical crisis.  
Remembering that you can’t talk via intercom, 
what do you do?  This could be life and death. 
      The answer is that you wait longer to ask 
for help, if you do at all.  In fact, the odds of 
any one person helping are inversely 
proportional to the number of others who are in 
a position to help.  Though researchers have 
found this effect in many studies, their research 
subjects tend to deny that it happens (2-5).  
They insist that the number of people in the 
study had not affected them whatsoever.  Their 
brains had fooled them completely. 
 

Recent Research 
 
      The most recent developments have been 
in the area of social behavior and goal pursuit. 
What is most striking about these 
demonstrations of unconscious influences is 
that the effects are obtained by extremely 
subtle psychological manipulations.  A person 
is non-consciously cued to think about a 
certain idea by, for example, showing them 
adjectives related to rudeness in a “language 
skills test.”  This is referred to as priming.  If 
you take this person who is having 
unconscious “rude” thoughts and give him or 
her a chance to behave in a rude manner – such 
as interrupting an experimenter who is 
conversing with another person – the subject 
will exhibit greater rudeness, by interrupting 
faster (6).  The subject does not realize that 
they’re acting differently because of the words 
they saw. They instead come up with a story 
about how they’d been having a bad day, or 
that they were in a hurry.  Yet, time and time 
again, the nonconscious cues have their effect 
(7-9).  In fact, we get the same results even if 
subjects see the “rudeness” words flash on a 
screen subliminally – i.e., so quickly they don’t 
realize they saw anything (10). 

      If simple behaviors can be nonconsciously 
cued, can motivations and goals?  Priming the 
concept of achievement causes people to work 
harder and score higher on a verbal task (11), 
while making them think of cooperation causes 
them to act more cooperatively in economic 
simulations and Prisoner’s Dilemma games 
(12). People are unaware that these goals have 
been activated, even as they act in ways to 
attain those very goals (13-14).  The 
nonconscious cue can even be as simple as 
sitting behind a professor’s desk, as opposed to 
in front of it (15).  That can cue power and 
status (think about that in your next meeting 
with the boss).  And all of these things happen 
without it ever occurring to us that we are 
acting any differently.  
      These studies are interesting, but maybe we 
are only so easily duped if we’re in 
experiments.  But there have been other studies 
that have examined people who think the 
experiment is long over.  In one study, subjects 
were led to think about elderly people.  The 
subjects were then told that the experiment was 
over and that they were free to go.  What did 
the experimenter measure?  How quickly the 
person walked down the hall when leaving the 
experiment.  And yes, the people with the 
elderly thoughts took longer (16).  

 
Real World Effects 

 
      There have been studies on the impact of 
aggressive cues like weapons on later 
aggressive behavior (17), the impact of 
exposure to television violence on 
aggressiveness in children (18-23), and the 
impact of witnessing helpful acts on later 
probability of helping a person in need (24-25). 
Those studies showed consistently strong 
influence by context on behavior in real world 
settings.  Rarely do any of the people in those 
studies think they were influenced.  After all, 
how many teenagers think that playing Grand 
Theft Auto will make them more violent?  Yet 
research suggests it does (26). 
      Modern American popular culture and 
media have created a strong association 
between African American people and bad acts 
(27).  And some well meaning people don’t 
react well when they encounter African 
Americans.  It is nothing intentional, they may 
just not quite meet the black person’s eyes, or 
might not say hello, or might just have a 
feeling of discomfort (28). It is the little things, 
except the little things add up to Big Things, 
like being less likely to offer black candidates 
jobs in interview simulations, or ending a 
simulated loan interview more quickly (29).  
This is called Aversive Racism.  Unlike its 
more overt ancestors, this form is almost 
entirely unconscious.  In fact the person is 
often horrified if shown evidence that they 
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reacted differently to black and white people 
(30).  Aversive Racism can be measured by a 
host of measures, the most famous of which is 
the Implicit Attitudes Test.  That reaction time 
task shows how closely concepts are linked in 
the brain.  Several years ago, researchers at the 
Cognitive Science Laboratory at MIT began to 
trace brain activations in people who rated 
high in Aversive Racism.  Different areas of 
their brain “light up” when looking at a black 
face than a white one (31).  Some of those 
areas are linked to basic fear responses, and 
some involve more complex cognitive 
activation (32).  In either case, people are 
unaware that they respond differently to the 
different faces.  They often hold political and 
social beliefs that are incredibly accepting and 
tolerant.  Yet still, the data show a reliable and 
unconscious prejudice.  Often we, as scientists, 
have trouble accepting that we too could be 
biased, but we have no choice but to admit the 
possibility. 
      Aversive Racism is but one example of our 
tendency to make snap judgments about other 
people without realizing it. Another classic 
example is the halo effect, whereby our first 
impressions are unintentionally influenced by a 
single positive trait. For example, physically 
attractive people are also judged to be more 
likeable, social, and talented (33). Because this 
effect happens without our intending it (or 
even knowing we did it), we tend to be 
overconfident in the accuracy of first 
impressions.  

 
Lifting the Hood 

 
      So how does our conscious mind deal with 
all of these non-consciously motivated 
behaviors?  As suggested by the rudeness 
study mentioned earlier, it tries to interpret 
them, to tell a story around them.  The classic 
pantyhose study is a good example.  People 
were brought into a lab and asked to choose 
between several different sets of pantyhose.  
The participant would always claim that the 
pair they chose was somehow “better.”  They 
said it was silkier, they said it was sheerer, 
they said a great many things.  How do we 
know that they were mistaken?  Well, each of 
the pairs was exactly the same, but they always 
picked the pair furthest to the right, even 
though the pairs were shuffled every time (33).  
They picked that pair because they saw it first 
as they entered the room, but they didn’t know 
that was the reason.  Their minds were left to 
struggle for some other grounds on which to 
retroactively base their decision.  We do think 
this way everyday.  Ever stopped to wonder 
why you did something?  Its hard to know if 
you found the “real” reason. 
      The key is efficiency.  The title of one 
recent book puts it clearly, we are gifted and 

cursed with “The Cognitive Shortcuts That 
Make Us Smart” (34).  Our brains have found 
clever ways of preserving processing power 
while still getting it right enough of the time.  
What is enough? Well, more now than it used 
to be.  The brain wasn’t designed with Mass 
Media in mind.  As the last two decades have 
seen the rise of evolutionary theories of 
psychology, it is natural to think of these 
effects in terms of what is adaptive.  Our brains 
do a lot of things without getting our full 
informed consent, but they only have our best 
interests in mind. 

 
Unaware of Our Unawareness 

 
    If it isn’t enough that our consciousness can 
be so easily undermined, we are also left 
unaware of its failure.  Try as they might, 
experimenters have not been able to make 
people realize when they have been 
unintentionally influenced.  We believe that we 
would know if our actions were being so 
drastically altered.  Yet these studies and 
hundreds of others have all shown that we 
know less about our motivations and about the 
sources of our actions, judgments, and 
decisions than we thought.  Indeed, our 
intuitions may provide little but false 
confidence. 
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