
!
Evaluation of Unconscious Bias Training 
!!!!!!!
Prepared for: University of Edinburgh 
Prepared by: Dr. Joseph Sweetman, University of Exeter 
17 March 2015 

!

UNIVERSITY OF EDINBURGH EVALUATION OF UNCONSCIOUS BIAS TRAINING



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Background 
This report documents an evaluation of an “unconscious bias”  training programme conducted at the 1

University of Edinburgh in November 2014. The evaluation was conducted independently by a researcher at 
the University of Exeter. A simple pre-post training design was employed to assess pre-post differences in 
equality and diversity related perceptions, attitudes, and motivations. These outcomes measures included 
unconscious bias, explicit stereotypes, measures of prejudice, perceived “diversity climate” (organisational 
culture of equality and diversity), knowledge of unconscious bias, efficacy and willingness to engage in pro-
equality and diversity behaviour. Sixty six senior staff members attended training. Out of these, thirty nine 
(59%) participated in the pre and post evaluation.  

Findings 
Analyses indicate significant differences in four out of twenty five outcome measures (16%). All of these 
significant differences represented improvements in equality and diversity measures post training. Specifically, 
there was less explicit gender stereotyping of women, better perceptions of the organisation’s diversity climate, 
perceived increases in knowledge regarding unconscious bias and equality and diversity, and greater efficacy 
to perform pro-equality and diversity behaviours. However, there were no significant differences on the other 
twenty one outcome measures; most importantly, this includes implicit gender stereotyping (unconscious bias) 
and willingness to carryout pro-equality and diversity behaviours.   

Conclusions and Recommendations 
The evaluation suggests that commercially available unconscious bias training may improve knowledge and 
confidence around unconscious bias, and possibly lead to improvements in some explicit measures of 
prejudice. But such training may not be an effective way of reducing unconscious bias, and, presumably, its 
influence on discrimination. However, the design of this evaluation makes it difficult to offer firm conclusions on 
the effects of such programmes. Four recommendations follow: 
• There is a need for well-powered randomised control trials (RCTs) of unconscious bias training programmes 

in order to properly assess the causal effects of training on unconscious bias and other equality and 
diversity outcomes - most importantly, “actual” behaviours.   

• RCTs need to employ longitudinal designs in order to examine the long term effects of training. 
• Future efforts would do well to examine whether commercially available unconscious bias training has 

effects above and beyond more generic equality and diversity training. 
• Specific training programmes targeting unconscious bias might do well to draw on a significant body of 

theoretical and empirical work in social psychology. 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 There is good evidence to suggests that people are often aware of the stereotypes and attitudes that are measured by indirect 1

techniques such as the the implicit association test (e.g., Hahn, Judd, Hirsh, & Blair, 2014). However, they may lack awareness of (a) the 
origin of such attitudes and stereotypes (as may also be the case with self-reported measures) and (b) the way in which indirectly 
assessed (but not self-reported) attitudes influence other psychological processes outside of conscious awareness (see Gawronski, 
Hofmann, & Wilbur, 2006).



BACKGROUND !
As in other areas of society, social inequality within higher education (HE) is well documented (Equality 
Challenge Unit, 2014). Equality and diversity training is one common way in which universities, and other 
organisations outside of HE, attempt to address such inequality. It is estimated that over $8 billion is spent on 
equality and diversity training each year in the US (Hansen, 2003). However, a recent systematic review of 
prejudice reduction interventions indicates that there is little, if any, evidence supporting equality and diversity 
training (see Paluck & Green, 2009). Even less is known about the effects of recently developed commercial 
training programmes around “unconscious bias.” Such training programmes are based on psychological 
research suggesting that many of the processes that constitute our social perception, judgement, and action 
(e.g., towards members of minority groups) may be automatic: uncontrolled (people may not be able to stop 
such processes after they are initiated); efficient (such processes are “fast” and require little in the way of 
mental resources); unintentional (people may not deliberately initiate such processes); and unaware (people 
may not be consciously aware of these processes). Figure 1, taken from research on vision,  demonstrates an 

example of an automatic process. The top two lines appear to be of 
differing lengths, but examination of the two identical lines in the bottom half 
of the figure demonstrate that the lines are of equivalent length. Despite 
knowing that the lines are equivalent, one has no way of stopping this 
effortless and unintended perceptual process, and one remains unaware of 
the perceptual processes that produce this illusion. One can think about 
automatic social perception (cognition) in the same way. Stereotypes, 
attitudes, and other social knowledge can automatically affect one’s 
perceptions, judgements, and actions despite one’s deliberative efforts and 
explicit beliefs (for a meta-analysis of such effects, see Greenwald, 
Poehlman, Uhlmann, and Banaji, 2009).  !
The paucity of systematic research on the impact of diversity training, and 

unconscious bias training in particular, poses obvious questions about the efficacy of practical efforts to 
address equality and diversity: does commercially available equality and diversity training engender 
perceptions, attitudes, and behaviour in line with equality and diversity values, does it have no effect, or worst 
still, does present training practice have a negative effect on equality-related outcomes? More specifically, 
does unconscious bias training have an effect on levels of unconscious bias? It is important to systematically 
evaluate existing training on a number of well-validated outcome measures - social psychology offers a wide 
range of methods for measuring equality-related perceptions, attitudes, motivations and behaviours; including 
measures of unconscious bias. The present evaluation is an initial effort to employ social psychological 
methods in order to provide valuable practical information as to the efficacy of a commercially available 
unconscious bias training programme. 

!
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Figure 1: Müller-Lyer Illusion



METHOD 
Participants and Details of Training  
The training was conducted in an HE setting among sixty six senior staff members who attended one of four 
interactive three-hour workshops over the course of two days. The workshops introduced people to the nature 
of bias, how it affects decision making, and ways of reducing it. Thirty nine (59%) of staff participated in the pre 
and post evaluation (20 women and 19 men; age: M = 48.22, SD = 7.44; 97% of the sample reported their 
ethnicity as “White” ). 2

Design of Evaluation and Details of Outcome Measures  
A simple pre-post design was employed to assess pre-post training differences in equality and diversity related 
perceptions, attitudes, and motivations. Participants that were due to undergo training were invited, via email, 
to to take part in the evaluation. Those giving their informed consent completed the outcome measures online 
approximately one week before and after training . 3

!
The twenty five outcome measures were all well-validated measures of equality and diversity related 
perceptions, attitudes, motivations and behaviour: stereotypes, unconscious bias, prejudice, diversity climate, 
bias knowledge, and pro-equality motivations, efficacy, and behaviour. In other words, the measures have all 
been empirically shown to predict various behaviours towards members of minority groups (e.g., 
discrimination, non-verbal unfriendliness, levels of social inequality in society, support for discriminatory political 
policies, etc.) The measures  were as follows: 4

!
‣ Pro-equality behaviour: participants rated their willingness (1- very unwilling to 7 - very willing) to perform 

eight pro-equality behaviours (e.g., “raise awareness of unconscious bias,” “volunteer for an equality and 
diversity role.”) adapted from Sweetman, Spears, Livingstone, and Manstead (2013). 

‣ Pro-equality motivation: participants’ motivation to respond without prejudice was measured using an 
adapted version of the internal and external motivation to respond without prejudice scale (Plant & Devine, 
1998). Participants rated their agreement with ten items (five internal and five external) on a 9 point scale (1- 
strongly disagree to 9 - strongly agree). 

‣ Pro-equality efficacy: participants’ efficacy to perform the eight pro-equality behaviours were measured with 
a 7 point scale (1 = cannot do at all, 4 = moderately can do, 7 = highly certain can do) adapted from 
Bandura (2006). 
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 Two participants failed to provide data on their age. One participant failed to provide data on their ethnicity and one preferred not to 2

provide data on their ethnicity. 

 Participants had the opportunity to receive feedback on their individual Implicit Association Tests after completion of the evaluation.3

 All measures demonstrated good scale reliability. 4



‣ Unconscious bias: a (career-family) gender stereotyping IAT, adapted from Greenwald, McGee, and 
Schwartz, 1998, was employed to measure unconscious gender bias. Greater scores (D) represent greater 
gender bias - stronger associations of female with family and male with career compared to female with 
career and male with family. 

‣ Gender stereotypes: explicit measures of career-family gender stereotype were taken by asking participants 
to rate how typical each word (e.g., “family”, “career”, etc) was of women and men on a 7 point scale 1 (not 
at all typical of [wo]men) – 7 (very typical of [wo]men). The words were taken directly from the career-family 
gender stereotyping IAT. Difference scores (family minus career) were computed for men and women. 
Higher scores indicate greater endorsement of family (vs. career) stereotypes. 

‣ Consensual stereotypes: participants were asked to rate how warm and competent women, Black people, 
the elderly, disabled people, Muslims, Lesbian and Gay people, are viewed as by British society. Participant 
rated each group on four traits, taken from Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick, (2002), on a 5 point scale (1- not at all 
to 5 - extremely). 

‣ Prejudice: beliefs, values, and ideologies constituting prejudice were measured with the symbolic racism 
scale (Henry & Sears, 2002), the ambivalent sexism inventory (Glick & Fiske, 1996), and social dominance 
orientation scale (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) - see published scales for details of response scales. 

‣ Diversity climate: perceptions of the organisational equality and diversity culture were measured with an 
adapted version of the diversity perceptions scale (Barack, Cherin, &, Berkman, 1998). Participants rated 
their agreement with seven items on a 7 point scale (1- strongly disagree to 7 - strongly agree). 

‣ Bias knowledge: understanding of the nature of bias, how it affects decision making, and ways of reducing it 
were measured using a 7 point scale (1- not at all to 7 - absolutely). Participants rated five items (e.g., “I 
understand how psychological processes result in unconscious bias,” “I am aware of strategies to reduce 
unconscious bias.”) adapted from Devine, Forscher, Austin, and Cox, (2012). !

Participants completed the IAT prior the explicit measures. Each part of the evaluation (pre and post training) 
took approximately 20 minutes to complete - 40mins in total. Participants were entered into a prize draw as an 
incentive for participation.  

!!
!
!
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FINDINGS 
Pre-post analysis of all outcome measures  
As can be seen in Table 1, analyses indicated significant differences in four out of the (total) twenty five 
outcome measures (16%) . All of these significant differences represented improvements in equality and 5

diversity measures post training. Specifically, participants reported greater efficacy to undertake pro-equality 
behaviour after undergoing training. In addition, there was less explicit gender stereotyping of women. That is, 
compared to pre-training, participants were less likely to see family (vs. career) as more typical of women. 
However, explicit stereotyping of men did not differ post training . Levels of both hostile and benevolent sexism 6

decreased post training. Furthermore, participants’ perceptions of the organisation’s diversity climate improved 
after training. As one would expect, participants reported increases in knowledge regarding unconscious bias 
and equality and diversity. !
Outcome measure Pre Mean (SD) Post Mean (SD) t (df) p (2-tailed)

Pro-equality behaviour 5.70 (1.12) 5.85 (.91) -.77 (38) 0.45

Pro-equality motivation (internal) 8.21 (.86) 8.13 (1.17) .51 (38) 0.61

Pro-equality motivation (external) 3.51 (2.17) 3.93 (2.34) -1.35 (38) 0.18

Pro-equality efficacy * 5.09 (1.10) 5.68 (.88) -2.96 (38) 0.01

Unconscious bias .30 (.42) .24 (.43) .79 (38) 0.43

Family vs. career stereotyping (women) * .45 (.83) .13 (.83) 2.12 (38) 0.04

Family vs. career stereotyping (men) -.42 (.78) -.52 (.89) .70 (38) 0.49

Prejudice (symbolic racism) 3.09 (.42) 3.15 (.45) 1.00 (37) 0.32

Prejudice (hostile sexism) .71 (.63) .71 (.61) .08 (38) 0.93

Prejudice (benevolent sexism) .77 (.53) .81 (.61) -.42 (38) 0.68

Prejudice (social dominance orientation) 1.84 (.66) 1.73 (.86) .90 (38) 0.37

Consensual warmth (women) 3.70 (.56) 3.80 (.60) -1.31 (37) 0.20

Consensual competence (women) 3.51 (.73) 3.53 (.83) -.11 (37) 0.91

Consensual warmth (Blacks) 3.32 (.67) 3.25 (.78) .65 (37) 0.52

Consensual competence (Blacks) 3.04 (.87) 3.08 (.83) -.29 (37) 0.78
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 This reduces to one out of twenty five (4%) when applying Bonferroni correction for multiple tests. 5

 A total of five outliers were identified on the explicit Family vs. Career stereotyping of women (five outliers) and Family vs. Career 6

stereotyping of men (two outliers). Analyses are reported with the inclusion of these data points as analyses did not alter the statistical 
significance of these findings. 



 

There were no significant differences on the other nineteen outcome measures (76%). Most importantly, 
implicit gender stereotyping (unconscious bias) did not significantly decrease after training. Furthermore, there 
was no significant increase in willingness to engage in pro-equality behaviour. That said, the evaluation’s 
sample size means that there was only sufficient (80%) power to detect medium (d = .50) sized effects. It is 
possible that any effects of training might be small in magnitude.  

Feedback on Unconscious Bias  
Thirty one (79.5%) of participants requested, and were sent, feedback on their gender stereotype IAT scores 
(unconscious bias) post evaluation. Five (12.8%) of participants did not desire feedback on their IAT scores. 
One participant was not sure whether they would like feedback and one participants failed to respond to the 
feedback question. This suggests a good degree of interest and engagement with the topic of unconscious 
bias. However, since participants were not asked whether they would like feedback prior to training we have 
no evidence to suggest that this interest reflected participation in the training programme. Although it was 
impossible, for methodological reasons (we were interested in the possible effects of training, not providing 
feedback), to provide feedback until after the evaluation was complete, future work would do well to include 
items measuring interest in unconscious bias feedback both pre and post training. !!!!!

Consensual warmth (elderly) 3.78 (.66) 3.84 (.61) -.46 (37) 0.65

Consensual competence (elderly) 2.49 (.96) 2.58 (.95) -.60 (37) 0.55

Consensual warmth (disabled) 3.54 (.78) 3.66 (.73) -.90 (37) 0.37

Consensual competence (disabled) 2.25 (1.04) 2.29 (1.06) -.30 (37) 0.77

Consensual warmth (Muslims) 2.66 (.84) 2.88 (.79) -1.86 (37) 0.07

Consensual competence (Muslims) 3.29 (.84) 3.38 (.78) -.59 (37) 0.56

Consensual warmth (Lesbian & Gay) 3.61 (.65) 3.71 (.85) -1.00 (37) 0.32

Consensual competence (Lesbian & Gay) 3.64 (.63) 3.72 (.76) -.88 (37) 0.38

Diversity climate * 4.86 (1.04) 5.12 (.87) -2.26 (38) 0.03

Bias knowledge * 4.92 (.98) 5.83 (.83) -5.43 (38) < 0.001

Outcome measure Pre Mean (SD) Post Mean (SD) t (df) p (2-tailed)
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Table 1: Pre-Post Training Means for Outcome Measures (greater scores indicate higher levels 
of each outcome; * indicates statistically significant differences at p < 0.05).   



!
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS !
Taken together, these findings imply that the present programme of unconscious bias training may improve 
self-reported knowledge and efficacy around unconscious bias, perceptions of the organisation’s diversity 
climate, and might possibly lead to improvements in some explicit measures of prejudice. Interestingly, only 
measures of gender prejudice showed improvement after training; given that gender was the target for our 
measure of unconscious bias, it may be the case that simply measuring implicit gender stereotypes may have 
increased motivation to respond to explicit measures of sexism in a more non-sexist manner. Future work 
would do well to examine this possible interpretation of the findings. !
Despite the improvements in self-report (explicit) measures of efficacy, knowledge, diversity climate, gender 
stereotyping and sexism, the present training programme may not be an effective way of reducing 
unconscious bias, and, presumably, its influence on discrimination. Specifically, the failure to find any significant 
effects on measures of unconscious bias, and pro-equality behavioural tendencies, suggests some important 
limitations of the present training programme. Evidence from social psychology suggests that in order to 
effectively reduce unconscious bias training programmes must facilitate the adoption of long-term bias 
reduction strategies (see Devine, et al., 2012). In other words, one-off training may not be enough to break the 
habitual biases that, presumably, reflect a lifetime of socialisation. The design of the present evaluation means 
that we are unable to comment on any long-term changes in unconscious bias or the other outcome 
measures. It is possible that the adaption of bias reduction strategies (post training) might lead to a reduction 
in unconscious bias over the long term - dependent on the effectiveness of the strategies introduced in 
training. For this reason it seems that commercially available unconscious bias training should be closely tied 
to current evidence base for unconscious bias reduction. !
In addition to the need for longitudinal designs, there are number of other methodological limitations that must 
be borne in mind when interpreting the evaluation’s findings. First, the pre-post test design means that we are 
unable to make any valid causal inferences about the impact of training. Second, the evaluation only had 
adequate power to detect medium effect sizes. Taken together, there is a need for well-powered longitudinal 
randomised control trials (RCTs) of unconscious bias training programmes in order to assess the (potentially 
small) causal effects of training on unconscious bias and other equality and diversity outcomes. Furthermore, 
future evaluations of training need to go beyond self reports of knowledge and efficacy, and employ more 
“objective” behavioural measures. This is important if we are to known whether commercially available 
unconscious bias training has effects above and beyond more standard equality and diversity training. !
It seems that some commercially available unconscious bias training programmes might have a positive 
impact on equality and diversity related perceptions, attitudes, and motivations. However, there remains much 
work to done if we are to achieve evidence-based equality and diversity interventions within HE. This 
evaluation is an important starting point for such efforts. 
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