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Introduction

Birkbeck University was founded on the principle of education for all. Our whole ethos is about
providing education to those that may not have had the opportunity to access education through
the traditional routes. We understand that society does not operate within a level playing field and
of course this translates into our workplaces and our places of study where prejudgements can be
made, unfortunately resulting in unfair treatment. At Birkbeck we would like to explore the
concept of unconscious bias and raise awareness of where it could exist.

This awareness session is simply about exploring the concept for ourselves and reflecting on our own
practises ensuring that we are mindful of the impact that our prejudgments and assumptions can
have on other people. This is just about ensuring that Birkbeck has an inclusive environment where

everyone is given the opportunity to excel and thrive.

Definition

Unconscious bias is a term used to describe the assumptions and associations that we hold which,
despite being outside our conscious awareness, can have a significant influence on our attitudes and
behaviour. Regardless of how fair minded we believe ourselves to be, most people have some
degree of unconscious bias. This means that we sometimes automatically respond to others (e.g.
people that are different from us in positive or negative ways. These associations are difficult to
override, regardless of whether we recognise them to be wrong, because they are deeply ingrained
into our thinking and emotions.

Aim

The aim of this session is to examine the concept of unconscious bias and explore what it means to
us personally and professionally.

Objectives

By the end of this session the participant will have:-

*  Explored and examined the concept of unconscious bias



*  Discussed how it could impact on college life
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Participants are requested to carry out ‘Implicit Association’ tests before attending the session.
Participants take partin a rapid test of association that measures implicit attitudes and beliefs that
people are either unwilling or unable to report. This test was developed by scientists from Harvard
University and is being further developed around the world.

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/uk/takeatest.html

Participants are then asked to take part in an introductions exercise in pairs and consider the
following questions. Participants will not have to divulge the results of their tests but talk about how
the tests made them feel:-

* How did the tests make you feel?
¢ Did you think about your results afterwards or question your responses?

After discussion on how participants felt about the test, they are encouraged to think of their own
values and ‘programming’ that has influenced any bias or judgements. Further exploration is then
carried out to examine the impact of our known and hidden bias and how that might affect our
attitude and behaviours.

Definitions
= Prejudice - A set of assumptions or ideas based on little experience or no fact at all

= Direct Discrimination - The practice of unfairly treating a person or group of people
differently from other people or groups of people possibly because of a protected
characteristic

= |ndirect Discrimination — A rule or clause placed as a general rule but has an adverse impact
on a particular group of people

= Confirmation Bias — The favouring of information that confirms previously existing beliefs or
biases thereby upholding our ideas and ignoring the information that challenges our existing
beliefs


https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/uk/takeatest.html
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https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/uk/takeatest.html (English)

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/uk/background/index.jsp (B A:E)
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Background

Birkbeck is proud of its diversity and recognises the value that this brings to College life. The College
embraces and celebrates the differences between people, recognising the strengths and benefits of
a diverse, inclusive society, workforce and student body. In the spirit of its founder George Birkbeck,
the College believes that education should be available to all sections of society, providing an
inclusive working and learning environment for students and staff so that all may develop to their
full potential.

Birkbeck is committed to providing the highest quality academic and working environment where all
staff, students, visitors and contractors are employed, welcomed, respected and treated in a fair
manner that is free from unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation. Subject to statutory
provisions, no one shall be treated less favourably because of race (including ethnicity, colour,
national/ethnic origins and nationality), sex, disability, age, sexual orientation, religion or belief/non-
belief, gender reassignment, marriage or civil partnership, maternity/paternity or pregnancy,
political belief, social status or carer status.

The College is committed to promoting equality and diversity in all aspects of its activities, through
the development of fair and equitable policies, procedures, academic programmes of study, courses,
training and development programmes which are consistently applied and regularly monitored.
Birkbeck encourages and promotes an inclusive approach that treats colleagues, students and other
service users with respect. The College will work to ensure that it benchmarks its work against
national schemes, including Athena SWAN, the Race Equality Charter Mark, Two Ticks, Mindful
Employers and the Stonewall Diversity Champions programme.

The College will meet all statutory obligations under relevant legislation and, where appropriate,
anticipate future legal requirements. This will be informed by:

e Equality Act (2010) and associated secondary legislation

Criminal Justice and Immigration Act (2008)

e Racial and Religious Hatred Act (2006)
e Civil Partnership Act (2004)

e Gender Recognition Act (2004)

e Criminal Justice Act (2003)

e Human Rights Act (1998)

e Protection from Harassment Act (1997)



e Special Education Needs and Disability Act (2001)
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Participants are asked to consider why bias might exist and explore various theories.

Who influences our socialisation? We are not born with values, so how do people develop their
values? Doctor Morris Massey talked about 3 stages of moral development.

1. The Imprint Period - Age 0 to 7
2. The Modelling Period - Age 8 to 13
3. The Socialisation Period - Age 13 to 21

The Imprint Period

Up to the age of seven, we are like sponges, absorbing everything around us and accepting much of
it as true, especially when it comes from our parents and carers. We rarely question what we are
told and take accept more or less everything that they tell us.

The critical thing here is to learn a sense of right and wrong, good and bad.

The Modelling Period

Between the ages of eight and thirteen, we copy people, often our parents, but also others. Rather
than unquestionable acceptance of their values, we are trying them on like a suit of clothes, to see
how they feel.

At this age we may be much impressed with sports stars, religion or our teachers. You may
remember being particularly influenced by junior school teachers who seemed so knowledgeable--
maybe even more so than your parents.

The Socialization Period

Between 13 and 21, we are very largely influenced by our peers. As we develop as individuals and
look for ways to get away from the earlier programming, we naturally turn to people who seem
more like us.



Other influences at these ages include the media, especially those parts which seem to resonate
with the values of our peer groups.
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So does Unconscious Bias really exist?

1.

A British government sting operation using false identities concluded that jobseekers with
‘white-sounding names’ could expect to receive one positive response for every nine job
applications. How many CVs did they find a candidate with ‘Asian or African sounding names’
had to distribute in order to obtain an interview?

9 CVs —the same as those with ‘white sounding names’.
12 CVs in order to obtain one interview.

16 CVs in order to obtain one interview.

If a new mum returns to your organisation, it isn’t unconscious bias to spare her the stress of
overseas business trips for her first hectic year of working motherhood.

True or False?

A study of science faculties in higher education institutions (Moss-Racusin et al 2012) asked
staff to review a number of applications.

The applications reviewed were identical, apart from the gender of the name of the
applicant.

Science faculties were more likely to:

-rate male candidates as better qualified than female candidates

-want to hire the male candidates rather than the female candidates

-give the male candidate a higher starting salary than the female candidate

-be willing to invest more in the development of the male candidate than the female
candidate

Which of the above is true?
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On a day to day basis, we all use language that is subtly ‘gender-coded’. Society has certain
expectations of what men and women are like, and how they differ, and this seeps into the
language that we use. Think about “bossy” and “feisty”: we almost never use these words to
describe men.

This linguistic gender-coding also shows up in job adverts, and research has shown that it puts
women off applying for jobs that are advertised with masculine-coded language.

Our Judgements & Actions

Prejudice No Prejudice

Discrimination Discrimination

Unconscious Bias

Prejudice No Prejudice

No Discrimination No Discrimination

11
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Could Unconscious Bias exist at Birkbeck?

Participants are asked to examine the following statements and discuss whether unconscious bias
could play a part.

2014/15 Equality Data Report
* Female staff are more likely to be in a part-time post than male colleagues
* Low female representation at senior management and professorial roles continues
* Very low numbers of female academics in BEI
* Very low numbers of male administrative staff in Arts and SSHP
* 7% of Professors are BME compared with the overall rate of 13% for academic staff.

* SHHP, Arts and, to a lesser extent, Science have lower BME staffing levels compared to the
college average.

*  BME consistently reduce in proportion through the recruitment stages across all staff
groupings

*  Academic staff under 30 or over 61 are twice as likely to be in part-time roles

13
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The Evidence

Steinpreis, Anders & Ritzke (1999) published a pioneering study on unconscious bias and gender.
Panels composed of male and female university psychology professors were asked to evaluate
application packages for either "Brian" or "Karen" and determine the candidate’s suitability as an
assistant professor. The panels preferred 2:1 to hire "Brian" over "Karen," even though the
application packages were identical except for the name. When evaluating a more experienced
record (at the point of promotion to tenure), the panel members expressed reservations four times
more often for "Karen" than for "Brian." So not only was unconscious bias operating, it got stronger
with seniority. The study determined that unconscious bias would have a repeated negative effect

7.1

on "Karen’s" career

Correll, Benard & Paik (2007) extended the study to mothers. Panels were asked to evaluate
application packages that were identical except for one line in the CV: "Active in the PTA." Evaluators
rated mothers as less competent and committed to paid work than non-mothers. Prospective
employers called mothers back about half as often. Mothers were less likely to be recommended for
hire, promotion, and management. Mothers were offered lower starting salaries. When a similar
study was done for fathers, however, the results were quite different. Fathers were not
disadvantaged in the hiring process. They were seen as more committed to paid work, and were
offered higher starting salaries.

More recently, Moss-Racusin et al. (2012) reported on a similar study which evaluated candidates
for a lab manager position. The candidates were described as competent, but not stellar. On a scale
of 1 to 7 (7 highest) professors gave John a score of 4.0 for competence, but only 3.3 for Jennifer.
John was viewed more favourably as someone the evaluators would hire or mentor. John was also
offered a higher average starting salary: $30,328 for John, but only $26,508 for Jennifer. The bias
had no relation to the professors’ age, sex, teaching field, or tenure status. Biology professors, for
example, whose classes can be >50% female, were just as biased as physicists. Women professors
were just as biased as men. Junior professors were just as biased as seniors.

Steinpreis, Anders & Ritzke (1999) Sex Roles, 41, 509.
Correll, Benard & Paik (2007) American Journal of Sociology, 112 (5), 1297.

Moss-Racusin et al. (2012) Proc. National Academy of Sciences, 109 (41) 16474.
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Moss-Racusin et al. (2012) Proc. National Academy of Sciences, 109 (41) 16474.
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Only by accepting that we are
biased can we begin to deal
with it.

How can we ensure that we
manage our own bias?
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Appendix
“Implicit Association Test

Background Information

Psychologists understand that people may not say what's on their minds either because they are unwilling
or because they are unable to do so. For example, if asked "How much do you smoke?" a smoker who
smokes 4 packs a day may purposely report smoking only 2 packs a day because they are embarrassed to
admit the correct number. Or, the smoker may simply not answer the question, regarding it as a private
matter. These are examples of being unwilling to report a known answer. But it is also possible that a
smoker who smokes 4 packs a day may report smoking only 2 packs because they honestly believe they
only smoke about 2 packs a day. Unknowingly giving an incorrect answer is sometimes called self-
deception; this illustrates being unable to give the desired answer.”

Source: Project Implicit , Implicit Association Test, Background Information,
Cited from https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/uk/takeatest.html (English).
Last accessed 13th December 2016.

Note: We were permitted to cite by the Project Implicit Corporation.
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