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Abstract

This study examines the public understanding of unconscious bias and train-
ing methods addressing so as to determine the extent to which it aligns with
scientific evidence on both. The findings from a pilot survey on a UK sample
(N = 200). In the main, public opinion of unconscious bias and the training
out of it shows aspects of misalignment with current psychological evidence.
Also, the survey reveals that political affiliation and estimates of efficacy of
unconscious bias training predict the favourability of opinions towards un-
conscious bias training. This work provides new insights into where efforts
might need to be made to manage expectations in organisations in which
unconscious bias training is implemented, and a greater need to communi-
cate scientific insights that accurately convey the current limitations of the ef-
ficacy of unconscious bias training.
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1. Introduction

Diversity, equality and inclusion (DEI) varies in what it specifically refers to. There
are discussions as to whether it ought to be delineated from anti-discriminatory
approaches, and should be exclusively considered as a type of initiative to address
equal opportunities. Others have proposed that it be viewed as a way of maxi-
mising talent pools by diversifying to ensure greater inclusion of those under-
represented in the workforce (Oswick & Noon, 2014). Whatever the specific
definition of DEI, two critical factors worth highlight here. First, that DEI train-
ing is a sizable industry, generating an estimated 8 billion dollars a year in the
US alone (Kirkland & Bohnet, 2017). The second is that it is an unregulated in-
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dustry (Newkirk, 2019), and this means that there are no standards for deter-
mining the quality of DEI training programmes, and no standards for evaluating
and assessing the performance of DEI training programmes. To date there is
limited work investigating public understanding of DEI training and expecta-
tions around the efficacy of the training methods, which the present study aims
to address by focusing specifically on an example of DEI training: Unconscious
Bias training. The remainder of the introduction will discuss the issues around
unconscious bias training, and the evidence evaluating it, so as to provide con-
text for why it is also important to gauge public understanding of unconscious
bias training.

Unconscious Bias Training: The Basics. Included in the range of practices
used for DEI programmes is unconscious bias training (Noon, 2018). This form
of training is typically divided into two parts. The first is to use a psychological
test (e.g. Implicit association test [IAT]—Greenwald et al., 1998) to reveal to
those taking part in the training their levels of unconscious bias towards pro-
tected values (e.g. age, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity). The second is to use
a variety of approaches to mitigate the presence of bias so as to promote positive
attitudes and interactions with those in the workplace that might be the recipi-
ents of bias. For instance, if managers are made more aware of their unconscious
biases that might prevent those from protected values from prospering in the
workplace, then unconscious bias training can, in theory, help reduce discrimi-
natory practices (Carter et al., 2020). Thus, the common idea here is that raising
awareness of latent biases, and increasing knowledge of the presence of biases
will reduce biases, and in turn any discriminatory behaviours that are also pre-
sent in the workplace.

Practitioners of DEI training methods are in demand from private and public
sectors to help with improving workplace practices. So, in turn, there are in-
creased efforts to develop an evidence base that demonstrates what aspects of
DEI training reliably improves the workplace based on objective metrics. So, one
place to look for evidence is the psychological literature on which unconscious
bias training bases its techniques around. Before doing this, it is worth spelling
out some of the assumptions that need to be met given the logic of unconscious
bias training.

The assumptions needed to support the use of unconscious bias training.

1) There is a dissociation between conscious and unconscious processes, where
unconscious processes are inaccessible to conscious inspection.

2) The Implicit association test (IAT) is a reliable and valid measure of un-
conscious bias.

3) Scores on the IAT predict observable behaviour above and beyond explicit
measures of personal attitudes and beliefs.

4) Awareness of biases and the causes of biases presented explicitly through
coaching during unconscious bias training sessions is an effective way of reduc-
ing unconscious bias, and in turn reducing unconscious bias will reduce the be-

havioural expression of that bias (e.g. discriminatory behaviour) through mean-
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ingful objective measures.

5) The IAT can be used as an objective diagnostic tool to show the reduction
of unconscious biases post unconscious bias training.

IAT: The Issues. First, it is worth highlighting that the IAT suffers several key
problems (for discussion see, Jost, 2019), however to keep this focused, the dis-
cussion here will be examining evidence that speaks to assumptions 2, 3 and 5;
for a detailed analysis of assumption 1, see Osman (2014) and Newell and Shanks
(2014), and assumption 4 will be discussed in the next section.

First, there is very limited test-retest reliability (Gawronski et al., 2017). What
this means is that the relationship is very low between an individual’s score tak-
ing an IAT at one time, and then repeating the test at a later time. What this also
implies is that, either the biases aren’t stable over time, or the test doesn’t relia-
bly measure what it purports to measure, or potentially both depending on how
sceptical one is about the status of unconscious bias as a phenomenon. The for-
mer interpretation is against common dual theorists’ claims given the general
distinctions between two systems one fast and unconscious and the second slow
and conscious (for critical discussion see Osman, 2014). Most flavours of dual
process theory would propose that unconscious biases are stable and preserve
over time, especially given that they are built up over the lifetime of the individ-
ual and aren’t consciously accessible to be changed easily. The latter interpreta-
tion raises questions regarding the IAT and whether it should be used as a
means of diagnosing the presence of unconscious biases, and as an objective
measure of the impact of unconscious bias training post implementation to de-
tect the reduction of the presence of an unconscious bias (assumption 5).

The second problem is that the IAT doesn’t appear to be reliably predictive of
actual behaviours (Oswald et al., 2013, 2015; Rezaei, 2011). To the extent that the
IAT might even detect unconscious biases, which from the earlier discussion is
already under contention, the IAT doesn’t predictable discriminatory behav-
iours. This issue is particularly problematic for EDI training programmes for the
reason that if the IAT doesn’t reliably detect unconscious biases, and doesn’t
predict objective behaviours that might be assumed to be causally associated
with harbouring unconscious biases towards a particular group, then it also
cannot be used as an objective test of the efficacy of unconscious bias training.

Unconscious Bias Training: The Issues. Moving away from empirical work
examining the IAT, there is also considerable work examining unconscious bias
training itself, and the discussion here will focus on what support there is for
assumption 4. Empirical investigations have been conducted from both basic
and applied scientific psychological approaches (e.g. FitzGerald et al., 2019;
Gawronski et al., 2017; Jost, 2019; Oswald et al., 2013, 2015; Skov, 2020; Rezaeli,
2011). The general conclusions from this work are that there are deep problems
with unconscious bias training (e.g., Carter et al., 2020; Dobbin et al., 2011;
Noon, 2018). Several studies have examined the extent to which unconscious
bias training itself leads to any objective changes in the work practices of those

exposed to the training; this is critical to addressing assumption 4. The findings

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2021.127063

1060 Psychology


https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2021.127063

M. Osman

suggest that unconscious bias training had no impact at all (Behavioural Insights
Team, 2020; Chang et al., 2019; Duguid & Thomas-Hunt, 2015). Worse still, it is
also liable to producing backfiring effects, particularly if the training is made
mandatory (Carter et al., 2020; Dobbin & Kalev, 2018).

Motivation for present study: Given the various assumptions that would need
to be evidenced in order to support the use of unconscious bias training, there
appears to be a significant lack of reliable evidence in support for most of them.
Nonetheless, in most organisations (private and public) it is mandatory (Carter
et al., 2020; Newkirk, 2019), and there has been considerable discussion of un-
conscious bias in news media. For instance, in UK broadsheets (Sayal, 2020;
Forrest, 2020; Blakely, 2020; Fisher, 2020), news broadcasting (Coughlan, 2020)
as well as magazines (Forbes, 2020) there have been discussions regarding the
scrapping of unconscious bias training in public sector organisations (Govern-
ment UK, 2020). While it is clear that the theme of unconscious bias training is
in the public eye, there has been limited work examining what the public under-
standing of unconscious bias is, and in turn opinions on efforts to reduce it
through unconscious bias training.

Given that the state of the scientific evidence suggests that there are concerns
around its efficacy, it is of interest to the scientific community and practitioners
of DEI training methods to understand what the general views and opinions the
public hold on the concept of unconscious bias, and their attitudes towards un-
conscious bias training. Therefore, the aim of this pilot survey it to advance un-
derstanding of public opinion on these matters, and to investigate where there is
alignment and misalignment with scientific insights on the topic of unconscious

bias and training out of it.

2. Method

Participants: The survey was conducted online via Qualitrics an online survey
platform (https://www.qualtrics.com), and participants (N = 200) were sampled

from Prolific Academic a crowd sourcing website (http://www.prolific.co/). Partici-

pants were currently UK residents, that were born in the UK, with their first lan-
guage being English. Table 1 presents the demographic details of the sample. Par-
ticipants were compensated for their time in taking part (£0.95; $1.31); the length of
time to complete the survey was on average approximately 3.9 minutes (SD = 1.4
minutes). The survey received Queen Mary University of London College ethics ap-
proval (QMREC194), and consent was required before taking part in the survey.

Procedure: The survey consisted of 5 demographic questions that required
participants report their age, their self-identified sex (male, female), level of edu-
cation (non-university education, university education), religiosity (not religious,
religious), and political affiliation (no affiliation, liberal/labour, centrist, conser-
vative/right). Then they were presented two further sets of questions, 3 regard-
ing questions referred to unconscious bias, and 3 regarding questions referring
to unconscious bias training. The questions and the response options are pre-
sented in Table 2.
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Table 1. Demographic details.

Gender Male (N= 86) 43% Female (N =114) 57%
Age Means M = 36.94 (SD =12.75) M =36.42 (SD =11.76)
Range 18 years to 65 years 20 years to 66 years
Prefer not to say (N =7) 8.1% (N=7) 6.1%
Education Non University (N =27) 31.4% (N = 40) 35.1%
University (N =52) 60.5% (N =67) 58.8%
Prefer not to say (N=0) 0% (N=0) 0%
Religiosity Not Religious (N =64) 74.4% (N =73) 64%
Religious (N =22) 25.6% (N =41) 36%
None (N = 29) 33.7% (N = 34) 29.8%
Labour/Liberal (N =23) 26.7% (N =37) 32.5%
Politics
Centrist (N =10) 11.6% N=9) 7.9%
Conservative/Right (N =24) 27.9% (N =34) 29.8%

Table 2. Questions for Set 1 (unconscious bias) and Set 2 (unconscious bias training).

Set Question Response Options % Responses
1) making decisions that are based on holding beliefs 1) 52%
Below you will see some options regarding what and attitudes about people that reflect a form of prejudice
Set 1: unconscious bias refers to, all you need to do is select towards them that I am unaware of consciously and
Unconscious the option that most corresponds with what you take cannot control
Bias unconscious bias to mean. 2) making decisions that are based on many types of 2) 48%
I take unconscious bias to mean ... beliefs and attitudes about a lot of different things that I
am unaware of consciously and cannot control
Below you will see some options regarding the context
in which you suspect unconscious bias is present, all you 1) 59%
need to do is select the option that most corresponds with 1) is common to any context in which I make a decision 2 41;
what you think about common contexts where you 2) is common to all types of social contexts where I make °
believe unconscious bias appears a decision
Unconscious bias ...
Below you will see some options regarding how common
you think unconscious bias given the context that you
think it occurs in, all you need to do is select the option 1) is present rarely when I make a decision 1) 12%
that most corresponds with how prevalent you think 2) is present some of the times I make a decision 2) 57%
unconscious bias is in social contexts you make decisions 3) is present every time I make a decision 3) 31%
in,
I believe unconscious bias ...
1) Helping me to understand, in general, using 1) 61.5%
Below you will see some options regarding what psychological methods, the types of unconscious biases
Set 2: unconscious bias training refers to, all you need to dois  ¢j,¢ a1l people have and revealing ways to avoid
Unconscious select the option that most corresponds with what you  conscious bias
Bias training ~take unconscious bias to mean. 2) Helping me to understand specifically, using 2) 38.5%
Unconscious bias training means ... psychological methods, the types of unconscious biases
that I have and revealing ways to avoid unconscious bias
3) I have been on an unconscious bias training course 1) 10.5%
All you need to do here is select which option ) K K J L
4) I have NOT been on an unconscious bias training 2) 89.5%
corresponds to you
course
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Continued

Below you will see some options regarding the extent to
which you anticipate the effectiveness of unconscious bias

training

Please select from the options below the option that best
reflects you opinion on unconscious bias training

1) I do NOT believe I have unconscious biases that need 1) 13.5%
to be addressed through unconscious bias training

2) I believe it will not impact the presence of my 2) 31%
unconscious biases

3) I believe it will help me to reduce my unconscious 3) 52%

biases

4) I believe it will help me to eliminate my unconscious 4 3 59,
biases

1) I do not believe that unconscious bias training is 1) 5%
necessary and there are no social issues that need to be

addressed

2) I do not believe that unconscious bias training is 2) 6.5%
necessary to address social issues and it is not based on

sound psychological theory and evidence

3) I do not believe that unconscious bias training is 3) 13%
necessary to address social issues even if it is based on

sound psychological theory and evidence

4) I believe that unconscious bias training is necessary  4) 27.5%
to address social issues but is not yet based on sound

psychological theory and evidence

5) I believe that unconscious bias training is necessary to 5) 48%
address social issues and is based on sound psychological

theory and evidence

3. Results and Discussion

Unconscious Bias: Overall the findings from the pilot survey which are pre-
sented in Table 1 suggest that over half view unconscious bias as a general phe-
nomenon (52%) and that it is presented in most contexts (59%), and that un-
conscious bias is prevalent sometimes (57%) rather than rarely (12%) or all the
time (31%). What we can take from this pattern of results is that the majority
view is that unconscious bias shapes day to day decisions in all manner of con-
texts. But, there is still a large minority of respondents that treat unconscious
bias as something that is specifically social in nature, and specifically found in
social interactions. In either case, unconscious bias is not judged to be some-
thing that is occurring at all the time.

Unconscious Bias Training: Turning to unconscious bias training itself, the
vast majority of the sample (89.5%) have not received any training. Regardless of
whether the sample had received training or not, the majority believed that it
was designed to help understanding of unconscious bias regarding all people
(61.5%) rather than help address their own specific biases (38.5%).

When it comes to the efficacy of the training, the dominant opinion overall
was that it would reduce unconscious biases (52%). If split by those exposed and
not exposed to training, in the former case 52% expected training to reduce their
unconscious biases, and for the latter 52% thought it would reduce their uncon-
scious biases. Thus, the findings here indicate that, irrespective of prior experi-
ence with the training, judged efficacy in general was the majority opinion. By

contrast, 31% of the sample that hadn’t received training expected it not to work,
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and 33% that had received didn’t expect it to work. Conversely, 3% of those that
hadn’t received training believed it would eliminate their biases, and 1% that had
received believed it would eliminate their unconscious biases.

The sample were also asked about their general opinions on unconscious bias
training and whether or not it was necessary to help address societal issues based
on whether the psychological theory and evidence on which it was based was
sound, or not. 5% revealed that unconscious bias training was neither necessary
or that there were societal issues that needed addressing. 6.5% indicated that the
training was neither necessary and not based on sound psychological theory and
evidence. Also, 13% revealed it wasn’t necessary to address societal issues even if
it were based on sound psychological theory and evidence. For favourable opin-
ions, 27.5% thought it necessary to address societal issues but that the training is
not yet based on sound psychological theory and evidence, and 48% thought it
necessary to address societal issues and is based on sound psychological theory
and evidence. What seems to be the case here is that the majority of the sample
indicated the most favourable opinion towards unconscious bias training.

Individual Differences: A regression analysis examined the general opinion
people had of unconscious bias training, with the predictors as age, gender, edu-
cation level, religiosity, and political affiliation, responses to the meaning of un-
conscious bias, context in which unconscious bias occurs, frequency of uncon-
scious bias, meaning of unconscious bias training, experience of unconscious
bias training, and effectiveness of unconscious bias training. Overall, the predic-
tors accounted for 27% of the variance in opinions on unconscious bias training.
F (11, 198) = 7.42, p < .0005. Political affiliation negatively predicted opinions in
the direction that the more affiliation shifted towards a liberal leaning affiliation
the more favourable opinions were towards unconscious bias training (t = —3.36,
B = —.21, p <.005). The more effective unconscious bias training was judged to
be, the more favourable opinions towards unconscious bias training were (t =
6.33, B = .41, p < .00005). No other predictors were significant.

Looking more specifically at the break down of political affiliation and associ-
ated general opinions of unconscious bias training, for the most favourable op-
tion selected (i.e. unconscious bias training is necessary to address societal issues
and is based on sound theory and evidence), the breakdown is as follows: no
party affiliation (43%), labour/liberal (63%), centrist (52%) and conservative/right
(36%). Conversely, for the opinion indicating that unconscious bias training was
neither necessary to address societal issues or based on sound theory and evi-
dence, the breakdown is as follows: no party affiliation (3%), labour/liberal (10%),
centrist (5%) and conservative/right (16%). Overall, this significant pattern sug-
gests that moving more towards conservative political party affiliation reduces
positive opinions of unconscious bias training and increases towards negative
opinions of it.

Finally, the correspondence between judged efficacy of unconscious bias train-

ing and opinions of it indicates that, those that are of the opinion that uncon-
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scious bias training was necessary to address societal values and based on sound
psychological theory and evidence expect that it will either reduce (66%) or
eliminate their unconscious biases (67%). The proportion was much lower for
those that didn’t expect it to work (29%) or don’t think they had unconscious
biases and so don’t need training (18%). This pattern indicates that as expec-
tance for unconscious bias training to work increases, the most favourable opin-

ion of unconscious bias training is held.

4. General Discussion

The results of the pilot survey provide insights into two critical areas in which
the public differs from scientific evidence on their understanding of unconscious
bias and unconscious bias training. First, just under half of the sample takes un-
conscious bias to refer to a psychological phenomenon that specifically impacts
their decision-making around people, and is present in social contexts. While
not the majority opinion, a large minority hold views at odds with psychological
literature for which unconscious bias is attributed to any context. Unconscious
bias is claimed to be a pervasive phenomenon (Epstein, 1994; Gawronski, 2019;
Gigerenzer, 1991; Kahneman, 2011), and generally refers to the overextension of
prior learnt knowledge, where it is preferentially weighed at the expense of other
more relevant and accurate information. One reason that the public many at-
tribute unconscious bias to social contexts specifically might be because of nar-
row media discussions of it which only discusses biases that are held against
protected values (Coughlan, 2020; Forbes, 2020; Sayal, 2020; Forrest, 2020;
Blakely, 2020; Fisher, 2020).

Also of note is the distinction between how prevalent unconscious biases are
judged to be by the sample and by academic literature. The common response
from the sample was that unconscious biases occur sometimes, with few select-
ing all the time or rarely options. Recent work, albeit in the domain of forecast-
ing attempted to determine the frequency with which unconscious bias is pre-
sent in a sample of 500 professionals (Karelse, 2021). While the study didn’t
examine the frequency of how often biases are recruited to inform decisions, it
did attempt to determine the prevalence of 16 specific cognitive biases in the
sample of professionals. Of the various biases examined, between 66% to 90% of
the sample tended to exhibit the biases, which indicates that prevalence within a
sample is fairly high. To things to highlight here are, first that a variety of biases
that are cognitive are characterised as unconscious bias. Second, while the study
refers to the cognitive biases as unconscious, it did not actually investigate
whether the process behind generating a biased response was unconscious. This
means that the presentation of findings provides a distorted picture of the
prevalence of biases within a population, because the phenomenon being exam-
ined are not referred to correctly. This has implications for the communication
of scientific findings, which in turn impacts the accuracy of reporting of scien-

tific findings in news media, and public understanding of current evidence on
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biases through news media.

The second area of misalignment concerns the efficacy of unconscious bias
training. While the majority of the public have yet to be exposed to it, irrespec-
tive of experience with it, the majority also believed that the training would re-
duce their unconscious biases. This is clearly at odds with the current empirical
literature. Though here the opinions are somewhat nuanced. When viewed to-
gether with the favourability of unconscious bias training, the less the training is
expected to work the less favourable the opinions are regarding whether it is
necessary to address societal issues and is based on sound psychological theory
and evidence.

In addition, individual differences also play a role, where political affiliation
predicts favourability towards unconscious bias training. Those that are affiliated
with liberal/labour political parties are most positively disposed, and those affili-
ated with conservative/right political parties are the least positively disposed.

What implications do these findings have for the scientific community and
practitioners of DEI approachest When it comes to unconscious bias, under-
standing that it is part and parcel of our cognitive functioning would mean it is
better aligned with scientific studies of the phenomenon. While it doesn’t take
away from the need to improve our day-to-day judgments and decisions by
avoiding reliance on biased thinking, an important to highlight is that biases are
accessible to us, and we have the capacity to address them (Gawronski, 2019).
Understanding more about the types of biases we face and the psychological ba-
sis of them is important in general, as well as in specific professional contexts.
Thus, more scientific engagement with the public to promote a better under-
standing of biases (unconscious or otherwise) and why they are part of our cog-
nitive functioning would be a generally useful endeavour, so long as the scien-
tific evidence is presented accurately as was highlighted earlier.

Moreover, putting biases in context of general aspects of our cognitive func-
tion can also help to improve DEI training initiatives. By focusing on basic cog-
nitive biases rather than specific social biases, can serve several useful functions,
including decreasing inter-group tensions amongst those on DEI training meth-
ods. Here the evidence suggests that, in DEI training initiatives such as uncon-
scious bias training, identifying a group that holds unconscious biases towards
another group, can lead to backfiring effects, such as increased tensions between
different groups. In addition, incorporating current psychological theory and
empirical evidence on biases helps to increase opportunities to make DEI train-
ing scientifically driven. Taking this kind of approach has also been speculated
to lead to more effective outcomes of DEI training programmes (Carter et al.,
2020; Civitillo et al., 2018; Dobbin & Kalev, 2018). Moreover, increasing efforts
to conduct initial cognitive testing of the workforces’ current attitudes and per-
ceptions of bias and levels of inclusion, before any training initiatives are intro-
duced, helps uptake of the training, because it is tailored specifically to the needs

of the organization. As this pilot study hopefully shows, people can vary with
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respect to several core interpretations of core concepts, such as bias. If DEI
methods, such as unconscious bias training are to be used, then it is important to
recognise that recipients of the training ought not to be treated as a homogenous
group with similar attitudes and opinions towards the training or their views on
biases and where and how they appear. Finally, given that the biggest disconnect
is between the evidence base regarding unconscious bias training and the pub-
lic’s view of its efficacy, clearly this needs to be addressed. Better alignment is
needed in order to manage expectations. If a workforce reflects similar views as
those indicated in the present study, then they will expect positive changes in
workplace environments following unconscious bias training, which to date,

does not match with what the scientific evidence base suggests.
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