
Unconscious bias



What is 
unconscious 
bias?

• It is an assumption that we make - a 
prejudice that we have - that we may not 
even realise.

• It's not something that we have thought 
about and consciously decided upon. It is 
not based on reasoning. 



Psychologists say…

• …that our unconscious biases are simply our tendency to prefer 
people who are like us, sound like us and share our interests.

• …that we have routinely and rapidly sorted people into groups. This 
preference bypasses our normal rational and logical thinking. We use 
these processes very effectively, but the categories we used to sort 
people are not logical, modern or perhaps even legal. 

• These neurological shortcuts can also lead to bias and poor decision-
making. 



Active unconscious bias

When does it occur?

Bias is more likely to 
influence behaviour when 
someone is cognitively 
strained such as when they 
feel emotionally stressed, 
under time constraint or 
distracted. 

Bias is also more likely when 
someone is operating on 
autopilot or acting without 
being self-reflective and 
mindful of one’s motivations 
and thinking.



How many 
legs does 
the 
elephant 
have?



One leg!

• The only correct elephant leg in the drawing is the back left leg. That leg is 
completely intact, but the others are not. If you look very closely, you will see 
that the rest of the legs have a foot missing from them. Basically, the artist 
chopped the feet off the legs and put the images of the feet between the 
actual legs. Look closely at the image and you can see exactly what is being 
talked about.



What is the brain doing?

This demonstrates that the brain fills in 
gaps based on assumptions and 

previous experience. Some of this is 
necessary to make us function. 

But it can have a negative impact if we 
apply this to people by making 

assumptions about them.

There are many types of bias that may 
affect our decision-making at work. 
Impartial and better decisions are 

achieved if you recognise such 
behaviours in yourself and others.



Biases
• Affinity bias.  Favouring people who share the same social background, who look and sound like you. You 

ignore their faults and don't even notice them. 

• Confirmation bias. The tendency to search for and interpret information and behaviours in a way that 
confirms what we already believe. 

• Social comparison bias. Having feelings of dislike and competitiveness with someone that you believe is 
physically or mentally a threat to yourself.

• Stereotype bias. Sensing a threat from people who you feel confirm negative stereotypes about your social 
group. 

• Gender bias. Viewing different sexes as less competent that could result in being over-protective and 
asserting dominance over them.



Can you think about a time in your past where an 
unconscious bias would have affected your 

decision making?

Think about how you would have acted 
differently if you were put in that position again 



Reducing unconscious bias

Take Take a break if you are stressed. Decisions made under stress are more likely to be ill-considered and are open to bias. 

Look out Look out for people who are excluded from a group and ask yourself why? Very often you can see bias at play in a social setting. Take 
steps to counteract it. 

Ask Ask other people for their views about something. Bouncing ideas with others can act as a check to prevent making decisions w hich 
are biased. 

Make Make an effort to really get to know someone. See through physical attributes and understand what a person is really like in society 
where there is less segregation. There is universally less racism. 

Create Create a structure for decision-making involving someone else. Two heads are better than one or will at least lead to different ways 
of thinking which can cause you to question whether any decisions are biased. 

Stop and think Stop and think before you act. Decisions made in haste can lead to mental shortcuts with often rely on ill-conceived stereotypes. 

Assume Assume that you are unconsciously biased. 



Unconscious 
bias can 
cause racism

Let's have a look at a workplace example.

You're in a meeting and your manager makes 
a statement which is clearly racist. How 
should you act? Consider what happens if you 
remain silent? 

The message it sends to the rest of the group 
is that this behaviour is acceptable. Next time 
the message may be more insulting, more 
hurtful, more racist. 

Racism is the result of taking baby steps 
towards the abhorrent. Everyone should call 
out racist behaviour or comments as soon as 
the situation allows. 



What to do…

The person may have simply vocalised their unconscious bias and if you have a good relationship with the 
person and know it is out of character. 

You may want to interrupt the person informally and calmly explain at the time what the issue is and why it does 
not or could cause offence. Such a conversation isn't a debate but an understanding that actions have 
consequences.

It is likely that the person will not have recognised the indiscretion. Hopefully, they will follow this up with an 

apology. 

The person being racist may have clear harmful intent.  In such cases you should discuss this with Human 
Resources or your line manager and bring them into the conversation. 



You might not change minds, but you may close lips. It is actions such as these that will move our culture 
within any organisation and society towards a vision 
where people are not judged by the colour of their 

skin.



In it together

We have discussed how to recognise bias and 
racism in ourselves and others and what we 
can do to face down racism.

There are also many steps that you can take to 
build a fair organisation and a fair society. 

Martin Luther King said “Do the difficult things 
while they are easy and do the great things 
while they are small. A journey of 1000 miles 
must begin with a single step.” 
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