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Abstract

While vision-language models (VLMs) have achieved re-
markable performance improvements recently, there is grow-
ing evidence that these models also posses harmful biases
with respect to social attributes such as gender and race.
Prior studies have primarily focused on probing such bias
attributes individually while ignoring biases associated with
intersections between social attributes. This could be due
to the difficulty of collecting an exhaustive set of image-
text pairs for various combinations of social attributes. To
address this challenge, we employ text-to-image diffusion
models to produce counterfactual examples for probing in-
tersectional social biases at scale. Our approach utilizes
Stable Diffusion with cross attention control to produce sets
of counterfactual image-text pairs that are highly similar
in their depiction of a subject (e.g., a given occupation)
while differing only in their depiction of intersectional social
attributes (e.g., race & gender). Through our over-generate-
then-filter methodology, we produce SocialCounterfactuals,
a high-quality dataset containing 171k image-text pairs for
probing intersectional biases related to gender, race, and
physical characteristics. We conduct extensive experiments
to demonstrate the usefulness of our generated dataset for
probing and mitigating intersectional social biases in state-
of-the-art VLMs.

1. Introduction

Counterfactual examples, which study the impact on a re-
sponse variable following a change to a causal feature, have
proven valuable in natural language processing (NLP) for
probing model biases and improving robustness to spurious
correlation [16, 18, 26, 30, 54, 57, 60]. While counterfactual
examples for VLMs have been relatively unexplored, recent
work [33] has shown that text-to-image diffusion models

with cross attention control can effectively produce multi-
modal counterfactual examples for VLM training, data aug-
mentation and evaluation. This suggests that synthetic coun-
terfactual examples generated by diffusion models could be
an effective tool for probing and mitigating biases in VLMs.

Bias in pre-trained models can be viewed as spurious
correlations, which are often attributed to the co-occurrence
of non-causal (i.e., spurious) features with labels in datasets.
During pre-training, models learn to exploit such correlations
as shortcuts to achieving high in-domain performance on the
training dataset [19]. Consequently, models which learn to
rely on spurious correlations are more brittle and have worse
out-of-domain (OOD) generalization [47, 58].

Social biases are a particularly concerning type of spu-
rious correlation learned by VLMs. Due to a lack of pro-
portional representation for people of various races, genders,
and other social attributes in image-text datasets [5, 17, 63],
VLMs learn biased associations between these attributes
and various subjects (e.g., occupations). For example, given
a gender- and race-neutral query such as “A photo of an
attorney”, a VLM may retrieve a disproportionate number
of images of one particular race due to learned spurious
correlations between this specific occupation and race.

Prior studies on probing social biases in VLMs [22–
24, 28, 65] have primarily utilized real image-text pairs
collected from existing datasets by identifying the co-
occurrence of certain attributes with a target subject. How-
ever, this approach is limited by the availability of existing
image-text pairs for various combinations of social attributes
and subject types. Consequently, these prior studies have
focused exclusively on investigating biases associated with a
single social attribute at a time while ignoring the potential
role of intersectional bias (e.g., particular race-gender com-
binations) [40], which could be attributed to the difficultly
of collecting an exhaustive set of image-text examples for
various combinations of social attributes. Additionally, the
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Figure 1. Examples of our counterfactual image-text pairs for probing intersectional race-gender bias in VLMs for the “construction worker”
occupation. See Section 7.1 in Supplementary Material for additional examples.

large variability in how subjects can be naturally depicted in
real images complicates the task of estimating bias in VLMs
because disproportionate retrieval results could be attributed
to other differences in images besides the social attribute.

We overcome these limitations by leveraging text-to-
image diffusion models to produce counterfactual image-
text pairs for probing and mitigating social biases in VLMs
(see Figure 1 and Section 7.1 in Supplementary Material for
examples). Specifically, our approach utilizes Stable Diffu-
sion [42] with cross-attention control [25] to produce a set
of highly similar counterfactual image-text examples which
depict a common subject while differing only in intersec-
tional social attributes. Text-to-image diffusion models are
particularly well-suited for this task due to their ability to
generate depictions of specific subjects with various combi-
nations of different social attributes, which might be rare or
missing from existing image-text datasets. After generating
candidate images, we apply three stages of filtering to ensure
that only the highest-quality counterfactuals are retained.

We apply our methodology at scale to produce Social-
Counterfactuals, an extensive dataset containing over 171k
counterfactual image-text pairs for probing intersectional
biases related to race, gender, and physical characteris-
tics. To the best of our knowledge, SocialCounterfactuals
is the largest resource released to-date for probing bias in
VLMs and the only one which considers intersectional biases.
Through extensive evaluation of six VLMs, we demonstrate
its usefulness for uncovering intersectional social biases. Ad-
ditionally, we conduct VLM training experiments using our
dataset which demonstrate its ability to reduce skewness in
retrieval results for social attributes. We make our dataset1

and code2 publicly available.

2. Related Work

2.1. Probing bias in pre-trained models

Much of the prior work on probing social bias in pre-trained
models has focused exclusively on language models, pro-

1Our dataset is available at https://huggingface.co/datasets/
Intel/SocialCounterfactuals

2Our code is available at our GitHub repository

ducing multiple datasets for measuring stereotypical bias
along different social attributes, categories, demographic
axes and stigmatized groups [35, 37, 39, 49]. Gender biases
associated with pronoun and coreferences have also been
extensively studied [8, 43, 56, 64]. Some prior work has
addressed topics related to intersectionality in bias evalua-
tions [31, 50, 51]. Additionally, various approaches for bias
detection and mitigation for vision-only models have been
proposed [1, 6, 13, 27, 55].

Approaches to generate synthetic datasets with fairness
have been explored [2, 4, 15, 34, 44]. For probing biases in
VLMs, VLStereoSet [65] extends the StereoSet dataset to
the vision domain by sourcing images from Google search
and using crowdsourced workers for annotation, resulting
in a total of 1028 images. VisoGender [23] consists of 690
manually-annotated images for benchmarking occupation-
related gender bias in VLMs. The MultiModal Bias dataset
[28] evaluates bias in VLMs across 14 population subgroups
and contains a total of 3800 human-annotated images ob-
tained from Flickr. These datasets differ from ours primarily
in their much smaller scale, their reliance on collection of
data from existing sources & human annotation, and their
focus on investigating only a single attribute at a time (as
opposed to our investigation of intersectional biases). Bias
in VLMs used for text-to-image generation have also been
investigated [10, 38, 53], but such studies differ from our
focus on bias in image-text retrieval settings.

2.2. Mitigating bias in pre-trained VLMs

A variety of methods have been proposed for mitigating the
biases observed in pre-trained VLMs. These include ad-
versarial approaches for prompt learning [3], fair sampling
methods for reducing bias learned during training [52], con-
trastive learning techniques for improving group robustness
[62], learning additive residuals to offset image represen-
tations [45], and eliminating biased directions in the text
embedding space through projection matrices [11]. Smith
et al. [48] introduced an approach for debiasing VLMs using
synthetically-constructed contrast sets, which they use to
produce 7946 image-text pairs for gender bias. However, all

11976



of these prior works focus exclusively on debiasing models
for a single social attribute at a time (e.g., gender) as opposed
to our focus on debiasing for intersectional biases.

3. Generating SocialCounterfactuals

Our approach to creating counterfactual image-text examples
for intersectional social biases consists of three steps. First,
we construct sets of image captions describing a subject with
counterfactual changes to intersecting social attributes. We
then utilize a text-to-image diffusion model with cross atten-
tion control to over-generate sets of images corresponding
to the counterfactual captions, where differences among im-
ages are isolated to the induced counterfactual change (i.e.,
the social attributes). Finally, we apply stringent filtering to
identify only the highest-quality generations.

3.1. Terminology

In this work, we do not make any claims regarding gender
identification or gender assignment, which we acknowledge
to be unique to each individual regardless of their appearance
or traits. We use perceived gender as an inference made by
a human annotator or model. We acknowledge that labels
used in this study may differ from an individual’s gender
identity and could also vary based on different annotators’
interpretations. We recognize that gender and gender identity
is fluid and misjudgements in a binary paradigm could arise.

Similarly, we acknowledge that the six races we discuss
in this paper - White, Black, Indian, Asian, Middle Eastern
and Latino, are not representative of all races. We inherit this
list of races from prior work [29]. Any inference or reference
to race and occupation is considered to be perceived race
and perceived occupation (respectively), and does not aim
to associate any bias with any groups of individuals.

3.2. Constructing captions for probing social biases

Consider the task of creating a caption Cs
p,a1,a2

beginning
with prefix p and describing a subject s which possesses a
pair of attributes a1 and a2

3. Given a set of prefixes P , a set
of subjects S, and attribute sets A1, A2, ..., Ak, we populate
the following template to obtain our captions:

Cs
p,a1,a2

= <p> <a1> <a2> <s>

8 p 2 P, s 2 S, a1 2 Ai, a2 2 Aj , (i, j) 2 {1, ..., k | i 6= j}

For example, given the prefix A photo of a, the subject doctor,
and attribute pair (Asian, Female), we construct the caption
A photo of an Asian female doctor. We construct captions
in this manner using a set of occupations as our subjects
and three sets of attributes for measuring social bias (gender,
race, and physical characteristics). Captions are grouped
into counterfactual sets, where each set contains all captions

3See Section 10.2 for discussion of extension to more than two attributes

corresponding to a given prefix and subject. Using 260 oc-
cupations, 4 prefixes, 6 races, and 5 physical characteristics,
and 2 gender terms4, we produced a total of 54,080 cap-
tions which were grouped into 3,120 counterfactual sets (see
Section 8.4 of Supp. Material for additional details and ex-
amples). While we categorize these social attributes with the
aim of probing biases, we recognize the limitations inherent
to this process and acknowledge that attributes such as gen-
der and race are not considered by all individuals to exist as
discrete categories (see Section 6 for additional discussion).

3.3. Counterfactual image generation

After generating sets of counterfactual captions, we use text-
to-image diffusion models to produce images for each cap-
tion. In order to precisely measure the impact of social
attribute differences, it is desirable for images within a coun-
terfactual set to only differ in how the social attributes differ
across captions. However, this is challenging for diffusion
models as even minor changes to a prompt can result in the
generation of images with significant differences. For exam-
ple, changing the attributes Hispanic female to Asian male
in the prompt A photo of a Hispanic female doctor may pro-
duce other undesired modifications to the image that extend
beyond the induced counterfactual change (e.g., changes to
the background). This complicates the task of quantifying
the impact of model bias attributed to the changed social at-
tributes on retrieval results, as other differences between the
generated images could contribute to a VLM’s preference
for retrieving particular images.

Hertz et al. [25] proposed Prompt-to-Prompt to address
this issue by injecting cross-attention maps during denois-
ing steps to control attention between certain pixels and to-
kens, which enables separate generations to maintain many
of the same details while isolating differences to how the
text prompts differ. However, Brooks et al. [7] noted that
some changes require varying the parameter p in Prompt-to-
Prompt, which controls the number of denoising steps with
shared attention weights. For example, changes that require
more substantial structural modifications to the image may
necessitate less overall similarity between the resulting im-
ages and thus fewer shared attention weights. We therefore
adopt their proposed approach of over-generating 100 image
pairs with Prompt-to-Prompt by sampling p ⇠ U(0.1, 0.9),
which we then subsequently filter to retain only the highest-
quality generated candidates (Section 3.4).

We extend Prompt-to-Prompt for image pairs from
Brooks et al. [7] to support batched generation of multiple
images with cross attention control. This enables simul-
taneous generation of entire sets of counterfactual images
which differ only according to the social attribute differences
across prompts (e.g., Figure 1). In total, we over-generate

4We also explored the generation of other subjects and social attributes
with our method. See Section 7.4 of Supplementary Material for details.
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Step 1 Caption Construction

A photo of a White male doctor
A photo of a White female doctor
A photo of a Black male doctor
A photo of a Black female doctor
A photo of an Asian male doctor
A photo of an Asian female doctor

Figure 2. Overview of our methodology for generating SocialCounterfactuals.

5,408,000 images for 54,080 captions.

3.4. Three-Stage Filtering

CLIP image-text similarity filtering. After over-
generating 100 candidate image sets for each of our
templates, we first filter the candidates using CLIP [41]
to ensure a minimum cosine similarity of 0.2 between the
encoding of each caption and its corresponding generated
image. We also apply a similar filtering criteria between
pairs of images in each set, requiring the cosine similarity of
CLIP image encodings within the set to be greater than 0.2.
These filtering criteria help ensure that images accurately
depict the subjects described in each caption while also
retaining a high-degree of similarity to each other, thereby
ensuring that they represent valid counterfactual examples.

NSFW Filtering with ViT. Manual examination of gener-
ated images revealed instances of not-safe-for-work (NSFW)
content. We therefore applied a NSFW filter 5 which uses a
fine-tuned vision transformer (ViT) for NSFW image classi-
fication. This filter removes 0.9-2.7% of generated images
(see Table 11 in Supplementary Material for details).

CLIP Attribute Detectability Filtering. To further ensure
data quality, we filter counterfactual sets based on CLIP’s
ability to discern targeted social attributes in each image
using a two-phase approach (see Section 8.3 in Supp. Mate-
rial for additional details). In the first phase, we randomly
sampled 100 counterfactual sets for each pair of attribute
types. For each attribute type, we then manually labeled the
sampled counterfactual sets according to whether or not they
should be filtered out based on a lack of detectability of the
targeted attribute. Specifically, we label how many images
in a counterfactual set possess their targeted attribute.

In the second phase, we develop a learnable threshold-
based heuristics to automatically label whether a counter-
factual set should be filtered with respect to an individual

5https://huggingface.co/Falconsai/nsfw_image_detection

Attribute Pair Counterfactual Sets Images Per Set Total Images

(Race,Gender) 7,936 12 95,232
(Physical Char.,Gender) 5,052 10 50,520
(Physical Char.,Race) 836 30 25,080

Table 1. Details of the number of counterfactual sets, images per
set, and total images which remain in our dataset after filtering

attribute type. These threshold-based heuristics are applied
according to how many of a set’s constituent images have
their respective targeted attributes discernible by CLIP-based
image-text similarity scores (rather than by a human anno-
tator). Thresholds were heuristically derived to obtain high
correspondence between automatic filtering with CLIP and
those filtered by the manual human annotation. This process
produces a separate learned threshold for each attribute type
and attribute type pair combination. A counterfactual set is
filtered out due to a lack of detectability for an attribute type
if the number of its constituent images whose correspond-
ing targeted attribute is discernible by CLIP is less than the
corresponding learned threshold.

To estimate the quality of our generated dataset and the
impact of filtering, we randomly sampled 100 counterfactual
sets depicting Race-Gender intersectional social attributes.
Prior to CLIP attribute detectability filtering, we found that
90.8% of the images accurately depicted their corresponding
captions. Applying attribute detectability filtering further
increases this figure to 97.5%, which demonstrates the value
of our filtering methodology and the high quality it ensures
in our dataset (see Section 7.2 of Supp. Material for details).

Table 1 provides details on the total number of counter-
factual sets and images which remain in our dataset after
filtering. We group counterfactual sets into three dataset seg-
ments based on the pair of attribute types used to construct
the captions, which are detailed in each row of Table 1. In
total, our dataset consists of 13,824 counterfactual sets with
170,832 image-text pairs, which represents the largest paired
image-text dataset for investigating social biases to-date.
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4. Probing Intersectional Biases

To probe intersectional social biases in VLMs, we calculate
MaxSkew over our dataset.6 We describe this this metric in
Section 4.1 and detail our evaluation results in Section 4.2.7

4.1. Evaluation Metrics

Let q denote a text query and RK(q) denote the set of top-K
ranked images retrieved by a VLM for q. For a given attribute
pair (ai, aj), we denote the desired proportion d of retrieved
images with the corresponding attributes as pd(q),(ai,aj) and
the actual proportion as pRK(q),(ai,aj). Geyik et al. [20]
define Skew@K for attributes (ai, aj) in retrieval results
RK(q) as:

Skew(ai,aj)@K(RK(q)) = log(
pRK(q),(ai,aj)

pd(q),(ai,aj)
)

In essence, Skew@K measures the ratio of the proportion
of top-K retrieved images having a set of attributes to the
desired proportion. To aggregate Skew@K over the vari-
ous attributes under consideration, Geyik et al. [20] further
proposed the following MaxSkew@K metric:

MaxSkew@K(RK(q)) = max
(ai,aj)2A

Skew(ai,aj)@K(RK(q))

where A denotes the set of all attribute pairs. We calculate
MaxSkew@K by retrieving images from our counterfactual
sets using prompts which are neutral with respect to the
investigated attributes. For example, given a prompt con-
structed from the template “A <race> <gender> construction
worker” (Figure 1), we form its corresponding attribute-
neutral prompt “A construction worker.”

We construct neutral prompts in this manner for each
unique combination of prefixes and subjects, averaging
their text representations across different prefixes to obtain
a single text embedding for each subject. Skew@K and
MaxSkew@K are then calculated by retrieving the top-K
images for the computed text embedding from the set of all
images generated for the subject which met our filtering and
selection criteria. We set K = |A1| ⇥ |A2|, where A1 and
A2 are the investigated attribute sets.

4.2. Results

Figure 3 provides boxplots of the intersectional bias
MaxSkew@K distribution for six state-of-the-art VLMs:
ALIP [59], CLIP [41], FLAVA [46], LaCLIP [14], Open-
CLIP [9], and SLIP [36]. We measure the MaxSkew@K
distribution across occupations separately using the three
segments of our dataset for Race-Gender (Figure 6a),
Physical Characteristics-Gender (Figure 6b), and Physi-
cal Characteristics-Race (Figure 6c) intersectional biases.

6We also provide results for other evaluation metrics in Section 10.1
7See Section 10.4 for additional details and probing results

All six evaluated VLMs exhibit significant skewness in
retrieval for attribute-neutral occupation prompts, with
CLIP and FLAVA having the lowest overall MaxSkew@K.
Among the three segments of our dataset, Physical
Characteristics-Gender intersectional biases tend to have
lower MaxSkew@K scores while Race-Gender intersec-
tional biases have the greatest amount of skewness.

In addition to illustrating the overall distribution of
MaxSkew@K across occupations, the boxplots in Figure 3
also provides the occupation names for minimum values
(green circles) and maximum values (red circles). These
labels show some commonalities across models, such as
FLAVA and LaCLIP both having their greatest Race-Gender
MaxSkew@K values for the ‘Makeup Artist’ profession. We
also observe that LaCLIP and OpenCLIP have their greatest
skewness in retrieval from the Physical Characteristics-Race
segment for the ‘Barber’ occupation. Notably, both CLIP
and FLAVA have multiple occupations with zero skewness
across all segments of the dataset, while SLIP has no occu-
pations with zero skewness across the three segments.

Our dataset can also be used to evaluate individual (i.e.,
marginal) bias for a specific attribute type by filtering on the
value of the other attribute depicted in a counterfactual set.
MaxSkew@K can then be calculated as previously described
to estimate bias in retrieval results for a single social attribute
at a time. To illustrate, we estimated the marginal gender bias
across occupations using images specific to each race, which
we provide in Figure 4. All VLMs exhibit variation in gender
bias across different races, highlighting the importance of
measuring bias in the presence of other social attributes.
While CLIP has lower overall skewness than other evaluated
models, it also has the greatest disparity in MaxSkew@K
across different races; specifically, CLIP exhibits nearly 2x
more gender skewness for images depicting Indian subjects
than it does for Latinos. Interestingly, both CLIP and FLAVA
exhibit the greatest gender bias in retrieving images depicting
Indian people, while SLIP and ALIP exhibit the greatest
gender bias for Middle Eastern people.

As a further case study in uncovering intersectional so-
cial biases in VLMs, Figure 5 provides a breakdown of
the proportion of images retrieved using gender- and race-
neutral prompts for the ‘Doctor’ occupation. The left and
center plots of Figure 5 depict the marginal distributions of
retrievals for each race and gender (respectively), whereas
the right plot provides the distribution of retrieved images
for intersectional race-gender attributes. While SLIP, Open-
CLIP, LaCLIP, and ALIP exhibit strong bias for retrieving
male images, this gender bias occurs along starkly different
dimensions with respect to race. OpenCLIP strongly favors
retrieving images of Asian male doctors when presented
with a neutral text prompt, whereas the other three models
prefer to retrieve images of Indian male doctors. This gender
bias is inverted for CLIP, which retrieves images of women
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Figure 3. Distribution of MaxSkew@K measured across occupations for (a) Race-Gender, (b) Physical Characteristics-Gender, and (c)
Physical Characteristics-Race intersectional biases. Max (min) values are plotted as red (green) circles with corresponding occupation names
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Figure 4. Mean of (marginal) gender MaxSkew@K measured
across occupations for different races.

in a slightly higher proportion than men, but still has zero
representation of certain groups (e.g., Black females). These
results show that seemingly similar biases among pre-trained
VLMs for social attributes such as gender can interact very
differently with other attributes such as race, which high-
lights the importance of studying bias in the presence of
intersectional social attributes.

5. Mitigating Intersectional Biases

We investigate the suitability of our SocialCounterfactuals
dataset for debiasing VLMs through additional training.

5.1. Training Experiment Setting

For each of the three segments of our dataset (see Table 1),
we withhold counterfactual sets associated with 20% of the
occupation subjects for testing and use the remainder as a
training dataset. We then separately finetune ALIP, CLIP,
and FLAVA on each of these three training datasets, which
we hereafter refer to as the ‘debiased’ variants of these mod-

els. To estimate the magnitude of debiasing, we evaluate
each model’s MaxSkew@K for intersectional bias using the
withheld testing dataset containing 20% of the occupations.

5.2. Results for Intersectional Social Biases

Table 2 provides the mean MaxSkew@K calculated over our
withheld test sets for pre-trained and debiased variants of
CLIP, ALIP, and FLAVA. Training on our dataset has the
greatest overall debiasing effect on ALIP, producing up to a
0.426 absolute reduction in MaxSkew@K. Among the three
segments of our dataset used for debiasing, MaxSkew@K
for (Physical Char., Race) intersectional bias has the great-
est amount of skewness in pre-trained models. However,
training on our dataset also produces the greatest absolute
reduction in skewness for this type of intersectional bias,
with CLIP having an absolute reduction in MaxSkew@K of
0.327 for (Physical Char., Race) intersectional biases.

These results show that training VLMs with our dataset
produces significant debiasing effects across all three types
of intersectional biases. Furthermore, the strongest inter-
sectional biases observed in pre-trained VLMs benefit the
most from debiasing. Remarkably, these debiasing effects
are observed despite there being no overlap between the oc-
cupations used for training and testing, which demonstrates
that the debiasing effects generalize to new subjects not seen
during training. This suggests that the ability of our dataset
to mitigate intersectional bias in VLMs is not limited to only
the occupation subjects that we investigated.

5.3. Analysis of Race-Gender Debiased CLIP Model

To further understand the impact of training VLMs using
our synthetic counterfactuals, we conduct analyses of CLIP
after debiasing for Race-Gender intersectional bias. For
simplicity, we hereafter refer to this model as Debiased CLIP.

Skewness evaluation using other datasets with real image-

text pairs. Since our dataset was synthetically generated,
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Figure 5. Proportion of images retrieved @k = 12 using neutral prompts for the ‘Doctor’ occupation.

CLIP [41] ALIP [59] FLAVA [46]

Intersectional Bias Pre-trained Debiased Pre-trained Debiased Pre-trained Debiased

(Race,Gender) 1.02 0.77 1.40 1.16 0.98 0.79

(Physical Char.,Gender) 0.87 0.71 1.28 1.02 0.92 0.81

(Physical Char.,Race) 1.19 0.87 1.55 1.13 1.12 0.97

Table 2. Mean of MaxSkew@K for pre-trained and debiased variants of CLIP, ALIP, and FLAVA, estimated by withholding counterfactual
sets for 20% of the occupations in our dataset. Best results are in bold.

a natural question to ask is how well our observed debias-
ing effects extend to evaluations with real image-text pairs.
Unfortunately, there are no such existing resources for mea-
suring the intersectional social biases that we investigate in
this work. However, several real image-text datasets have
been proposed for evaluating (marginal) social biases for
attributes such as perceived race and gender.

To evaluate our Debiased CLIP model on such datasets,
we use the Protected-Attribute Tag Association (PATA)
dataset introduced in [45] for nuanced reporting of biases as-
sociated with race, age, and gender protected attributes. The
PATA dataset comprises of 4,934 public images organized
in 24 scenes, where the scenes represent situations in which
certain groups of humans may have biases associated with
them. The images are annotated with binary gender (male,
female), ethnic-race labels (White, Black, Indian, East Asian,
Latino-Hispanic) and two age groups (young and old). We
also evaluate our Debiased CLIP model on the VisoGender
dataset [23], which was curated to benchmark gender bias in
image-text pronoun resolution. VisoGender consists of 690
images of people in 23 unique occupational settings.8

Table 3 provides the mean MaxSkew@K of our Debi-
ased CLIP model on these two datasets. Despite only being

8We compare SocialCounterfactuals to PATA and VisoGender using the
FID and IS metrics in Section 10.3.

Model VisoGender [23] PATA [45]

Pre-trained CLIP 0.269 0.323
Debiased CLIP 0.219 0.283

Table 3. MaxSkew@K of our debiased CLIP model as well as
pre-trained CLIP on the VisoGender [23] and PATA [45] datasets.

trained for mitigating intersectional bias using synthetic ex-
amples, our Debiased CLIP model achieves a 15% and 12%
relative reductions in skewness when measured using real
image-text examples from VisoGender and PATA (respec-
tively). Both models have much lower MaxSkew@K for
these datasets than for SocialCounterfactuals, which demon-
strates how our dataset reveals significantly more skewness
in retrieval results than existing single-attribute datasets.

Impact of debiasing on task-specific performance. An
important question for practitioners seeking to debias VLMs
is the extent to which debiasing degrades the performance
of the model on other tasks. As described previously in
Section 1, social biases can be viewed as a type of spurious
correlation which models learn as shortcuts to achieving
high performance on training datasets. Consequently, it is
expected that eliminating these shortcuts may degrade the
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Text Retrieval Image Retrieval

CLIP Model R@1 R@5 R@10 R@1 R@5 R@10

Pre-trained 67.1 89 93.8 69.4 90.6 94.9

Debiased 69.2 89.6 93.8 67.3 90.4 93.8

Table 4. Image & text retrieval performance of Debiased CLIP
and pre-trained CLIP on Flickr30K[61]. Debiasing CLIP with our
dataset results in improved performance on text retrieval and only
minimal performance degradation on image retrieval.

CLIP Model CIFAR10[32] CIFAR100[32] Caltech256[21] ImageNet[12]

Pre-trained 88.80 64.17 83.43 59.25

Debiased 86.72 61.46 79.72 55.38

Table 5. Accuracy of our debiased CLIP model as well as pre-
trained CLIP on zero-shot image recognition datasets. Debiasing
CLIP with our dataset results in minimal performance degradation.

performance of the model on other tasks to some extent.

We estimate the magnitude of this impact by evaluat-
ing our Debiased CLIP model on image-text retrieval and
zero-shot image recognition tasks. Table 4 provides the
text retrieval and image retrieval performance of both pre-
trained CLIP and our Debiased CLIP on Flickr30K. We
observe that our Debiased CLIP model achieves equivalent
or better performance across all three text retrieval settings
compared to pre-trained CLIP. In the image retrieval settings,
our Debiased CLIP model exhibits a minor degradation in
performance compared to pre-trained CLIP.

Table 5 measures the accuracy of pre-trained CLIP and
our Debiased CLIP model on zero-shot image recognition
datasets. Similar to the image retrieval evaluation, our Debi-
ased CLIP model exhibits a minor degradation in accuracy
on these datasets. These performance reductions are similar
in magnitude to those observed in prior work on debiasing
CLIP [45] and characterize the trade-off between model fair-
ness and absolute performance inherent to debiasing efforts.

Depending on the intended use case, the benefits of re-
ducing skewness in the retrieval results of VLMs may be
far more valuable than the relatively small decrease in per-
formance observed in debiased models. Additionally, these
results were obtained without any tuning of the training pro-
cess for balancing task-specific performance with debiasing
efforts. We hypothesize that additional attention to these
task-specific performance measures during training, as well
as other strategies such as mixing real data with our counter-
factual examples, may produce a different balance between
model debiasing and task-specific performance.

6. Conclusion

In this work, we presented a methodology for automati-
cally generating counterfactual examples for probing and
mitigating intersectional bias in VLMs. We used our ap-
proach to construct SocialCounterfactuals, a large dataset
of image-text counterfactuals depicting intersectional social
attributes related to gender, race, and physical characteristics
for various occupations. Our evaluations of six pre-trained
VLMs showed that all exhibit significant intersectional so-
cial biases in retrieval results, with substantial variation in re-
trieval skewness across differing racial and gender attributes.
Through training experiments, we further demonstrated that
SocialCounterfactuals can be a valuable resource for miti-
gating skewness in VLMs. A promising direction for future
work could be extending our approach to investigate intersec-
tional social biases in VLMs for other attributes and subjects.
Our SocialCounterfactuals dataset could also be a valuable
resource for reducing bias in generative text-to-image dif-
fusion models. Finally, alternative training strategies for
debiasing VLMs with synthetic counterfactuals could be
explored to balance bias mitigation with task-specific perfor-
mance measures.

Limitations and Ethical Considerations Despite our best
efforts, the templates and methodologies we adopt may them-
selves contain some latent biases which could contribute to
the implicit biases exhibited by VLMs. All statements per-
taining to gender, race, and occupational attributes or associ-
ations should be interpreted only within the context of our
experiments. Furthermore, all discussion of social attributes
in this work are intended to be interpreted as perceived. We
are aware that our approach only considers binary classifi-
cation of genders and does not exhaustively encompass all
races, physical characteristics, and occupations, which is due
to data limitation rather than our value judgements.

With the findings we present in this paper, we aim to
increase the understanding of bias in VLMs and probe miti-
gation strategies. We acknowledge that our work does not
encompass all possible social attributes and that our selected
categories for gender, race, physical characteristics, and oc-
cupations may harbor stereotypes that cannot be assumed to
represent their entire groups. Our aim is that the techniques
presented in this work can help reduce various social dispar-
ities in VLMs and can be further extended to include more
genders, races, occupations and other social characteristics.
Continuing these efforts will increase confidence in the abil-
ity of VLMs to exhibit fairness with respect to differing
social attributes. See Section 9 for additional discussion.
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