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Best Practices  
in Training on  
Unconscious Bias  
There is growing criticism of corporate America’s 

approach to unconscious bias training, and its 

failure to address systemic bias, prejudice, and 

discrimination.  Many companies, with the best 

of intentions, throw a lot of training at people, 

creating a jaded view of any new training initiative. 

Many of these training programs have focused 

on creating awareness of personal unconscious 

bias, with the idea that awareness will result in the 

mitigation of those biases, a supposition for which 

there is no evidence.  

Expecting employees to be able to overcome their 

biases after an unconscious bias training session 

has made them aware of them, is akin to expecting 

them to eat healthy and be active because the 

company held a health and nutrition seminar. The 

programs are good tools for delivering information 

and creating awareness. However, research shows 

that to be truly effective in creating a more 

equitable, inclusive and diverse environment, the 

program has to bring people into the experience:  

	 A. �Training should be designed to reduce 

defensiveness by explaining that we don’t 

have unconscious biases because we’re  

bad people—we have them because we  

are people.

	 B. �Employees must understand behaviors 

that are the result of individual biases, for 

alternative behaviors to be implemented.

	 C. �Training should be focused on specific, real 

situations, e.g., reviewing resumes, conducting 

interviews, dealing with clients, demonstrating 

how group-think may impact results due to 

lack of diversity, and providing examples of 

situations where implicit bias can conflict with 

company values.

		  1. �This is most powerfully accomplished 

by having employees in the organization 

(under protection of anonymity) share how 

they have observed or experienced inequity 

and bias within the organization. 

		  2. �Use simulations, role-plays, and interactive 

exercises so learners can assume the 

perspective of others.  

		  3. �Implement a “Day of Diversity” involving 

leadership in discussing their own 

experiences. This could range from 

company-wide presentations, organization 

discussions, and/or small group discussions. 

The main point here is to provide a 

starting point for companies to have these 

conversations and to share experiences 

that enable people to get to know each 

other better. Once this starting point 

is established, it’s important to identify 

and maintain ways to continue the 

conversations. These discussions must be 

held on an ongoing basis to help eliminate 

biases that have existed for decades.

		  4. �Hold monthly or even weekly diversity 

conversations that are open to smaller 

groups of people (25-40). Topics should be 

determined ahead of time, and they should 

focus on interests and/or concerns that 

matter to the people in the organization. 

Companies may need to start with non-

sensitive, fun topics that allow individuals 

to become comfortable with one another, 

before moving to the more serious, 

sensitive topics that will enable discussions 

to move towards true change. Examples 

of non-sensitive topics include vacation 

destinations, communities to live in, owning 

pets, managing work life effectiveness, 

beauty, sports, etc. Examples of serious 

topics, needed to really move the needle 

on eliminating unconscious bias, include 

race, gender, sexual orientation, disabilities, 
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age, etc. The main point should be to 

have discussions with socially dissimilar 

groups. The HR resources in the company 

should be able to help guide the process 

and have a sense of awareness of topics 

that are good for discussion within the 

organization.

		  D. �Employees who have observed or 

experienced inequity and bias should be 

empowered to be part of the design of 

the solution or changes. Consider having 

an open dialogue for 5-10 minutes at the 

beginning of team meetings for an open 

discussion on bias. 

		  E. �Training must be ongoing and long-term 

and include materials for managers on 

the topic of unconscious bias (e.g., tips 

and tricks for identifying and mitigating 

potential bias, definitions of common 

types of unconscious bias, and how to 

communicate better within their teams). 

This training should be provided to top 

leaders and middle management. 

		  F. �Company protocol, policies, and 

procedures should be standardized.

		  G. �Evaluate the potential impact of 

unconscious bias in areas such as 

recruiting and hiring, utilization (how audit 

assessments and client engagements are 

assigned), and investigations; including 

conclusions and resulting discipline/

remediation. 

		  H. Ensure that all are trained uniformly.

		  I. �Designate and/or divide responsibility 

for training, communication, and 

implementation to ensure issues addressed 

are relevant to the audience. For example, 

how does unconscious bias affect your 

company’s business? The work of Human 

Resources, Ethics or Compliance? What 

should managers be on the lookout for to 

reduce the risk of unconscious bias?  All 

training should be coordinated and convey 

a consistent, cohesive message. 

		  J. �The training impact should be measured 

throughout the life cycle of the training.

		  K. �Live training is the best practice. 

Facilitators should be highly qualified 

and well versed in the social psychology 

of attitude formation, be excellent and 

empathetic facilitators, and have a non-

threatening and inclusive style that avoids 

guilt trips.

		  L. �Training needs to be supported with an 

ongoing communication and awareness 

campaign and discussions on the subject; 

we all need to get comfortable with being 

uncomfortable on these topics. 

		  M. �Training objectives and course design 

should tie back to competencies and 

performance review

		  N.	� Create a Culture Team—companies 

can create an initiative that recruits 

employees to volunteer to be culture 

champions. This is similar to the Ethics 

Ambassador team/roles created in some 

companies, but less formal. Employees 

self-select to be on the team. It may 

include responsibility to help train 

employees to be able to respectfully call 

each other out in a safe manner when 

it appears that bias may be impacting 

decision making. 
“Implement a “Day of Diversity” involving leadership to discuss their own experiences.”

“Employees who have observed or 
experienced inequity and bias should 
be empowered to be part of the design 
of the solution or changes.” 
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or less credible as a result.10 These views may be 

colored by external events (e.g., media stories 

about #METOO complaints, stories of employees 

receiving high payout as a result of allegations of 

similar behavior).   

Here are five relevant ways in which unconscious 

bias may manifest itself during workplace 

investigations: 

	 A. �Confirmation bias is the tendency to give 

more weight to information that tends to 

confirm the investigator’s preconceived 

notion or, conversely, to give less value to 

information or evidence that contradicts an 

existing belief. This can be evident when he 

or she seeks to collect and analyze evidence 

supporting his or her beliefs. For example, 

scrutinizing performance appraisals for any 

evidence of prior performance issues to 

discount allegations, opting not to interview 

individuals identified by the reporting party 

on the grounds that these individuals might 

have similar reasons to complain about the 

accused party. 

	 B. �“Like me” (or “not like me”)/Affinity bias 

occurs when the investigator tends to favor 

information received from individuals who 

are, in some respect, “like” the investigator. 

This affinity might be based on similar 

backgrounds, positions in the company, 

or interests. The converse of this is also 

true.  People are more willing to condemn 

strangers than individuals they know.  The 

deeper the investigator’s ties, the stronger 

the tendency toward overlooking certain 

evidence or dubious practices. 

	 C. �Priming bias refers to a phenomenon in 

which our reactions to stimulus are affected 

by our exposure to another stimulus. 

Reactions and responses can be influenced 

by the words used to describe an event or 

situation. Asking leading questions or using 

charged words may impact how the witness 

answers the question.

	 D. �Expediency/Rush to solve bias occurs when 

an opinion is formed without considering 

all available data. This tendency may be 

exacerbated by external factors, such 

as time and budget pressures and may 

inadvertently lead decision-makers to fall 

into other biases.  

	 E. �Availability bias occurs when an investigator 

is influenced by the most easily retrieved 

data. When looking at evidence or data, 

personal experiences may influence an 

investigator, which results in accepting 

immediate and available data when making 

investigative decisions.

Mitigating the Impact 
of Unconscious 

	 O.	Tools/Resources

		  • �Organizations should ensure that employees 

understand the common types of 

unconscious bias that exist: 

			   ° �https://lattice.com/library/how-to-

reduce-unconscious-bias-at-work

			   ° �https://builtin.com/diversity-inclusion/

unconscious-bias-examples

			   ° �https://www.catalyst.org/2020/01/02/

interrupt-unconscious-bias/

		  • �Individuals and organizations should 

become familiar with useful websites to help 

organizations educate themselves about 

unconscious bias and overall diversity and 

inclusion:

			   ° �https://diversity.ucsf.edu/resources/

unconscious-bias-resources

			   ° �http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/implicit-

bias-training/

			   ° �https://www.diversityinc.com/ 

		  • Other useful articles:

			   ° �https://hbr.org/2016/01/how-managers-

can-promote-healthy-discussions-about-

race

			   ° �https://www.diversityinc.com/companies-

work-to-identify-and-disarm-implicit-

bias/ 

			   ° �https://www.diversityinc.com/kpmg-

driving-inclusive-virtual-collaboration/ 

 

Individuals and organizations must acknowledge 

that there is unconscious bias, educate 

themselves, and take action to eliminate it. This 

must be an ongoing exercise done intentionally by 

individuals and organizations. 

How Unconscious Bias 

Impacts Workplace 
Investigations 
The nature of workplace investigations rests upon 

the assumption and expectation that workplace 

investigators are capable of being impartial fact 

finders.8 If cognitive biases unconsciously steer 

us towards biased behavior, this represents a 

significant hurdle to attaining true impartiality and 

is likely to impact the workplace investigator’s 

role.9

Investigators who are subject to standards and 

professional codes related to their credentials (e.g., 

attorneys, private investigators), as well as those 

who are not otherwise regulated, must educate 

themselves as to the potentially detrimental 

impact such biases can have at each stage of the 

investigation process and make conscious and 

consistent efforts to reduce that impact.

An essential duty of any investigator is to 

conduct an independent, unbiased inquiry about 

allegations or complaints that have been raised. 

For workplace investigations, this process might 

involve taking a number of corrective measures at 

each stage of the investigation. 

There are two common challenges regarding 

bias that arise during workplace investigations: 

1) knowing at least one of the parties involved, 

and making assumptions based upon what the 

investigator believes about the employee; or 2) 

judging parties on the basis of preconceived 

notions about people holding certain titles, holding 

certain levels of power in the organization, or 

making certain salaries, and judging them as more 
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8 In its Enforcement Guidance: Vicarious Employer Liability for Unlawful Harassment by Supervisors, https://www.eeoc.gov/
policy/docs/harassment.html the EEOC advises employers to select an investigator who can conduct a “thorough and impartial 
investigation” and who has no stake in the outcome of the investigation. Potential candidates may include a member of the employer’s 
human resources department, in-house counsel, or an outside, neutral third-party investigator. Regardless of the selection, the 
employer should select an investigator who can objectively gather and consider the facts without any pressures from the employer.  
Any potential or actual conflict of interest, such as the selection of an investigator with supervisory authority over key witnesses, may 
jeopardize the integrity of the investigation and open the employer up to liability.  All investigators should be:  1) experienced in the 
skills required for interviewing witnesses and evaluating credibility; 2) be familiar with the employer’s policies and procedures; and 3) 
have a general understanding of the legal standards applicable to the investigation. 

9 See e.g. AMY OPPENHEIMBER, THE PSYCHOLOGY OF BIAS: UNDERSTANDING AND ELIMINATING IAS IN INVESTIGTAIONS (2012) 
http://anyopp.co/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/Psychology_of_Bias _May 2012.pdf discussing the impact unconscious biases can 
have on investigations). Anthony G. Greenwald & Linda Hamilton Krieger, Implicit Bias: Scientific Foundations, 94 CAL.L.Rev. 945, 951 
(2006)

10 Patti Perez, “Is Your Investigator More Biased Than You Think? Part I: Unconscious Bias Can Disrupt Your Workplace Investigations,” 
Ogletree Deakins, July 25, 2017 https://www.mondaq.com/unitedstates/Employment-and-HR/613624/Is-Your-Investigator-More-
Biased-Than-You-Think-Part-I-How-Unconscious-Bias-Can-Disrupt-Your-Workplace-Investigations
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