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Introduction
In the last 12-18 months, we’ve seen a surge of gender and racial bias claims that affect our 
communities, politics, and our workplaces. Just last month, Qualcomm agreed to pay $19.5 
million to settle claims of gender bias - that women engineers faced systemic roadblocks to 
promotions. We’ve heard similar claims at other tech companies, law firms, finance, etc.

Yet, despite more awareness and public commitment from corporate and government 
leadership, the data from corporate diversity reports shows little or no progress in 
achieving greater diversity. 

Despite decades of awareness and diversity training, we’re not progressing. Why?
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Optional Training Programs  
Lead to Success. 
According to academic studies, we’ve been going about training the wrong way. It might be contrary to 
your current workplace learning strategy, but experts recommend making unconscious bias train-
ing optional, not compulsory.  
 
When you try to mandate diversity or awareness training, you may elicit a negative reaction from peo-
ple. Pressuring or shaming people into changing their behavior can trigger more bias than you 
eliminate. 

So, what’s the solution? 

The answer lies in a bottom-up, peer-driven program rather than a top down, compulsory 
approach. Let’s deconstruct this for a moment. 

A bottom-up program focuses on telling stories that engage employees personally with people on 
issues that matter to them. 

Time and again we’ve seen there’s no substitute for the influence of friends and peers.  This 
concept applies regardless of whether the influence is online or offline, although online influence 
helps achieve scale more quickly. 

On the Internet, we’ve seen the impact of peer influence. Apps and social engagement platforms like 
Pokemon Go, Instagram, Pinterest, and Reddit are great examples of this.

In his book, Hooked: How to Build Habit Forming Products, author Nir Eyal identifies social 
acceptance and peer influence as keys to product adoption and this same concept applies to 
adoption of diversity programs.

http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/dobbin/files/asr2015.pdf?m=1450808944


4Guide to Building an Effective Program to Manage Unconscious Bias

  

Academic studies make it clear you cannot force or mandate changes in 
attitude. You can mandate a change in actions but not in perspectives. And 
changing someone’s perspective is far more effective, efficient and far reaching 
than regulating each each and every action. So it’s essential to start off a 
bottom-up program by making it optional rather than compulsory. Focus on 
getting a small percentage of your workforce engaging in the program and 
talking about it so it prompts curiosity and wider engagement.

A bottom-up strategy relies on people being able to put a face to and 
personalize an issue. As an example, in the book, The Nine: Inside the Secret 
World of the Supreme Court, Jeffrey Toobin recounts a story of Justice Sandra 
Day O’Connor, who did not support gay rights. However, she worked with a law 
clerk and became aware that he was gay when she heard from coworkers that 
the law clerk adopted a baby with his partner. Because of her personal 
relationship and respect for the law clerk, Justice O’Connor hosted a baby 
shower for the gay couple. Personal relationships and connections are the key to 
influencing perceptions and changing behavior.
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5 essential components of a 
bottom-up, peer-driven program

1. Make it Optional

2. Make it Personal
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Top-down, corporate messages and mandates do not spark dialogue or engage-
ment and instead, they feel punitive. Conversely, bottom-up engagement means 
it’s an ongoing conversation between two or more people, which has the poten-
tial for significantly influencing perspectives and behavior.  

For example, no amount of top down diversity messages will motivate a hiring 
manager to recruit from a school he or she feels is not sufficiently prestigious or 
indicative of success. But a hiring manager may reconsider their criteria if they 
hear a personal success story of someone from a less prestigious school but 
who has unique strengths due to overcoming adversity (e.g., someone who is 
first in their family to attend college, master a field of study, while working two 
jobs to pay their own way and without receiving help from anyone). That person 
may be uniquely suited to handling a large workload and stressful working 
conditions.

People need to hear the perspectives of each other as much or more than they 
need to hear the messages from management. Peer stories are far more tangi-
ble than corporate messages and are more powerful motivators.

Peer engagement is an intrinsically local strategy that makes it possible to target 
and customize communications and outreach so that it influences perceptions 
and behavior. So, whether it’s conducting local lunch ‘n learns or circulating a 
message or story at the team or department level, a program needs to trigger 
local interest and motivation to spark engagement.

An effective diversity program needs to motivate and influence behavior in a 
way that can be maintained and strengthened over time. Therefore, a program 
needs infrastructure and a system to support continuous dialogue, sharing 
different perspectives, and facilitating new relationships.

3. Make it Social
 

4. Make it Local
 

5. Make it Sustainable
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Next Steps
If you’re reading this, you care about fostering an inclusive workplace. An 
effective unconscious bias program requires building a movement within 
your organization. The five essential components above will help you to 
empower and inspire your team to transform from the bottom-up. 

Want to explore a UB program that will provide the social, local, and 
sustainable elements to add to your own program? 

Click here for a preview!

 

https://emtrain.wistia.com/medias/kyhsvctjra
https://emtrain.wistia.com/medias/kyhsvctjra
https://emtrain.wistia.com/medias/462uulb5ru

