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Unconscious Bias in the Workplace – Inclusion and Diversity - Why it matters. 

 

Unconscious bias occurs when people favour others who look like them and/or share their values. For 

example, a person may be drawn to someone with a similar educational background, from the same area, or 

who is the same colour or ethnicity as them. 

We process a person’s ethnicity, gender, age and disability before we even know we’ve done it. At the same 

time we also link that person to all the supposed ‘knowledge’ we have of the category with which we have 

labelled them. The stereotypes and societal assumptions and personal experiences that have framed the 

category become linked to the individual. 

A manager who wasn't successful at school may listen to, or be supportive of, an employee who left school 

without qualifications because, subconsciously, they are reminded of their younger self. The same can be true 

of a manager who is educated to degree level, favouring employees who have also been to university. This is 

known as affinity bias, because they feel an affinity with the person as they have similar life experiences. 

Another form of unconscious bias is known as the halo effect. This is where a positive trait is transferred onto 

a person without anything really being known about that person. For example those who dress conservatively 

are often seen as more capable in an office environment, based purely on their attire. 

Behaviour which reinforces the bias is noticed whilst behaviour which does not is ignored. This is how 

decisions based on unconscious bias are justified. 

Everyone has unconscious biases. The brain receives information all the time from our own experiences and 

what we read, hear or see in the media and from others. The brain uses shortcuts to speed up decision making 
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and unconscious bias is a by-product. There are times when this sort of quick decision making is useful, for 

example if faced with a dangerous situation, however it is not a good way to make decisions when dealing 

with recruiting or promoting staff. 

Key points 

• It's natural.      

• It's unintended. 

• It can affect decisions. 

• It can be mitigated. 

 

Recruitment Bias. 

Unconscious bias in the workplace impacts recruitment decisions, employee development, impairing diversity 

and retention rates, as well as promoting a disconnected culture. Therefore, it is vital for organisations to 

address unconscious bias in order to develop and maintain an inclusive workforce.  (It could also be 

discriminatory when the unconscious bias relates to a protected characteristic.) 

McKinsey's Delivering Through Diversity Report, showed that companies with the most ethnically diverse 

executive teams are 33% more profitable. Additionally, a report by Catalyst found that companies with more 

women in executive positions have a 34% higher return to shareholders than those that do not. 

Stress or tiredness may increase the likelihood of decisions based on unconscious bias. 

How to overcome unconscious bias 

• Be aware of unconscious bias. 

• Don't rush decisions rather take your time and consider issues properly. 

• Justify decisions by evidence and record the reasons for your decisions, for example during a 

recruitment exercise. 

• Try to work with a wider range of people and get to know them as individuals. This could include 

working with different teams or colleagues based in a different location. 

• Focus on the positive behaviour of people and not negative stereotypes. 

• Employers should implement policies and procedures which limit the influence of individual 

characteristics and preferences. 

Unconscious bias training allows businesses to thrive by helping organisations understand and address biases. 

Benefits for your organisation? 

• Better recruitment and retention rate 

• Empowered employees who openly share their diverse perspectives 
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• Better innovation & creativity 

• More diverse teams correlate to more profitable businesses 

Benefits for your employees? 

• Inclusive working environment 

• Feeling valued for what they can bring to the organisation 

• Empowered employees, who are open and honest 

• Staff loyalty 

 

Name-blind recruitment 

Name-blind recruitment is when an employer removes information such as name, gender, and age from their 

application form before it's shared with the person carrying out the recruitment. This will help to overcome 

possible discrimination or unconscious bias, and promote diversity in the workforce. Research has shown that 

a person's name can affect their success within the recruitment process. 

Removing certain information that could unintentionally bias a manager can help under-represented groups 

have confidence that their application will be fairly considered. It's important for organisations to train 

managers on how they can recognise, and overcome their own unconscious bias. 

 

 



 

 

  Page 4 

Steps to Eliminate Unconscious Bias 

Unconscious biases don't have to be permanent. While it may be impossible to completely eradicate these 

biases, we can take steps to reduce the chances as many of our decisions are influenced by them. Follow 

these nine steps to limit the unconscious biases at your organisation. 

1. Learn what unconscious biases are. 

The first step of limiting the impact unconscious biases have on your organisation is making sure everyone is 

aware that they exist. “Awareness training is the first step to unraveling unconscious bias because it allows 

employees to recognize that everyone possesses them and to identify their own,” explains Francesca Gino, a 

professor at Harvard Business School. 

2. Assess which biases are most likely to affect you. 

Take tests to figure out which of your individual perceptions are most likely to be governed by 

unconscious biases. Armed with that information, you can take proactive steps to address them on a 

personal basis. 

3. Figure out where biases are likely to affect your company. 

Biases tend to affect who gets hired, who gets promoted, who gets raises and who gets what kind of 

work, among other things. By knowing where bias is most likely to creep in, you can take steps to 

ensure that biases are considered when important decisions are made in those areas. 

4. Modernise your approach to hiring. 

In order to make sure that unconscious biases don’t adversely impact your hiring decisions, you may 

need to make some big changes. For example, studies show that the wording in job descriptions, can 

discourage women from applying for certain positions. Rework job descriptions so you’re able to draw 

from a wider pool of applicants. You may also want to try judging candidates “blindly,” i.e., not 

looking at anyone’s name or gender and instead hiring on merit alone. Additionally, consider giving 

candidates sample assignments to see what their work contributions might look like. Finally, 

standardize the interview process, as unstructured interviews tend to lead to bad hiring decisions. 

5. Let data inform your decisions. 

If your company’s upper management echelons are only staffed by white men, unconscious biases are 

determining which employees are promoted. Make it a priority to diversify your management team 

so that more voices and backgrounds are represented. 

6. Bring diversity into your hiring decisions. 

If your goal is to hire a diverse staff, make sure that there’s diversity among the group of people 

tasked with hiring new employees. Otherwise, you may continue hiring the same kinds of 

homogenous workers — despite your best intentions. 
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7. Encourage team members to speak up about biases. 

The more people involved in a decision — and the more transparent the decision-making process is — 

the less likely an organisation will be to be affected by unconscious biases. Create a culture that 

encourages open dialogue. That way, when employees realise a decision might have been influenced 

by unconscious biases, they won’t be afraid to speak up and set the record straight. 

8. Hold employees accountable. 

Actions speak louder than words. While you shouldn’t necessarily punish someone for making a 

decision influenced by unconscious biases, you should keep track of whether such decisions are being 

made. “If a manager gives 10 performance reviews, five to men and five to women, and four out of the 

highest five are women, it should at the very least call for an inquiry into whether there might be a 

pro-female bias in the process,” writes Howard J. Ross in the Harvard Business Review. “It might be 

total coincidence, but it is worth checking.” If the data reveals bias, someone may need to intervene. 

9. Set diversity and inclusion goals. 

From more innovation to more talented employees to higher retention rates, there are a number of 

reasons why companies should focus on creating diverse workplaces. Set diversity and inclusion goals 

to make sure that your diversity program is more than just lip service and you actually make progress 

toward building a diverse team. 

 

All of us are affected by unconscious biases. From an 

organisational perspective, the sooner we realise this reality — and 

take proactive steps to overcome the biases that hold us back — 

the stronger our companies will become, and the better positioned 

we’ll all be to serve our customers effectively. 

 

The impact of diversity in project teams. 

Project management is defined as, “the practice of initiating, planning, executing, controlling, and closing the 

work of a team to achieve specific goals and meet specific success criteria at the specified time.” Diversity in 

relation to project management could help aid in their practices and promote respect among employees.  

Along with providing value to the business and company. A project alone requires a project management 

team with a unique combination of stakeholders. Having a diverse project management team includes several 

individuals with different backgrounds, experiences and personalities.  

When incorporating diversity into a workplace, individuals see more of an increase in productivity, creativity, 

profits and the company as a whole sees’ improvement in their reputation overall. It is statistically proven 

that, “48 percent of companies with more diversity at senior management level improved their market share” 

(Clarke, 2019).  
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Respect in the workplace is crucial, and diversity helps colleagues appreciate and respect each other’s work 

and realise the talents that each person brings to the workplace. 

Most companies are composed of projects, which are temporary products or services that have a set 

beginning and ending.  

Project management is a combination of administrative and leadership tasks, including functions like 

planning, documenting, and controlling different duties along with visioning, motivating and promoting 

different projects.  

A diversified group of people are better able to assess all of those functions in a variety of different ways to 

solve problems and come up with better solutions. Employing a variety of people will help reach the diverse 

markets because they will have a better understanding of all the different customers. This will also reduce 

employee turnover, because employees will feel more valued at their job knowing they each bring their own 

uniqueness to the company.  

While acquiring the project team, some members and subject matter experts are added after certain steps. 

These individuals are clear examples of diversity because they all think and act differently. The employees 

that are subject matter experts will have a different understanding and viewpoint on the project itself.  

Project managers also expect team members to develop a plan for their own personal improvement. By 

creating diversified teams, employees will improve their work performance by learning from others through 

new ideas. Improving communication methods will allow people to share information more freely - allowing 

to make it easier to problem solve since there are more people included. 

One of Google’s key core values is “Empower everyone to call out unconscious bias” – Does your 

organisation have the same emphasis on uncouncious bias? 

 

 


