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abstract

Organizations invest nearly $8 billion annually in diversity 
training, but questions have arisen about whether training 
actually reduces biased attitudes, changes behavior, and 
increases diversity. In this article, we review the relevant 
evidence, noting that training should be explicitly aimed at 
increasing awareness of and concern about bias while at 
the same time providing strategies that attendees can use 
to change their behavior. After outlining five challenges to 
developing and delivering training that meets these goals, we 
provide evidence-based recommendations that organizations 
and facilitators can use as a blueprint for creating anti-bias 
training programs that work. One recommendation is to 
couple investment in anti-bias training with other diversity 
and inclusion initiatives to help ensure that the billions spent 
each year yield meaningful change.
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W
hat do Starbucks, Delta Airlines, and 

the Napa Valley Wine Train have in 

common? Over the past five years, in 

response to public outcries over racist incidents 

between employees and customers, all three 

have invested considerable time and money 

in diversity training programs.1–3 They are not 

alone: it has been estimated that organiza-

tions invest nearly $8 billion each year in such 

training.4

The training can take different forms, but all 

programs implicitly or explicitly aim to reduce 

people’s biased attitudes and behaviors during 

everyday activities in organizations, such as 

when interacting with customers or colleagues 

or making hiring and promotion decisions. In 

this article, the term bias refers to differences in 

how people are viewed and treated as a result 

not of their individual characteristics but of 

group features, such as gender, skin color, or 

ethnicity. Bias can be positive for some people 

(conferring preference or granting privilege) 

or negative (being discriminatory or otherwise 

causing disadvantage) and can influence inter-

actions between individuals or be expressed 

through policies and practices that affect one 

group differently from another.5

Organizations have varied reasons for pouring 

money into diversity training. After all, the 

well-documented consequences of bias in 

companies are far-reaching. Bias can harm the 

mental and physical health of employees who 

experience it,6–8 interfere with their perfor-

mance and engagement,9,10 and undermine 

their professional development and promo-

tion.11,12 Bias also undercuts efforts to increase 

inclusion and diversity in who gets hired and fills 

management positions. Conversely, employees 

view companies that explicitly commit to 

recognizing and celebrating diversity as more 

trustworthy.13 Further, what is often called the 

“business case” for diversity holds that reducing 

bias and increasing diversity has the potential 

to increase profitability for companies, improve 

their reputation, and limit internal and external 

liability.14,15

The problem is that research on how well diver-

sity training succeeds in reducing bias and 

increasing diversity has produced mixed results, 

leading many investigators to conclude that it 

does not work.16,17 It seems likely, however, that 

the inconsistent results stem from differences in 

how the training is carried out. Some programs, 

for instance, focus mainly on making people 

aware of their own biases or on providing 

attendees with a laundry list of things they 

should not do (often with little explanation as 

to why their behavior should change). Others 

design situations so that attendees can experi-

ence firsthand what it is like to be a target of 

bias. Some training sessions are led by experts 

in the subjects of diversity and inclusion, 

whereas others are led by facilitators with little 

expertise or experience in the domain. Finally, 

whereas some training programs are bolstered 

by resounding institutional support, others are 

perceived as a specialized interest of a small 

corner of the organization, garnering less 

support from leadership and participation by 

employees as a result. These differences could 

affect outcomes and result in mixed findings as 

to the conditions that make training succeed or 

fail. Indeed, only some of the above strategies 

have been empirically shown to reduce bias.

Thus, we argue that diversity training should go 

beyond telling people that bias exists or creating 

uncomfortable experiences that are more likely 

to prompt defensiveness than learning. Rather, 

the most effective training is anti-bias training 

that is designed to increase awareness of bias 

and its lasting impact, plant seeds that inspire 

sustained learning, and teach skills that enable 

attendees to manage their biases and change 

their behavior. Although a dearth of consistent 

evidence of success has led many to conclude 

that training does not work,16,17 empirical 

research exists that can provide a blueprint for 

how to build a training program that does.

In this article, we explain the logic behind our 

argument, present five challenges to devel-

oping and delivering effective anti-bias training, 

and offer evidence-based recommendations for 

how to overcome those challenges (see Table 

1 for a summary). We acknowledge, however, 

that it is not easy to develop a single training 

program that will reduce the bias that affects 

all of the myriad groups in an organization. 

w
Core Findings

What is the issue?
Organizational diversity 
initiatives tend to include 
explicit anti-bias training 
in the hope of alleviating 
harmful biases among 
employees in the 
workforce. But is this 
money well spent? Recent 
research highlights the 
need to redevelop anti-bias 
initiatives to do more than 
simply create awareness of 
biases or prompt defensive 
reactions. Instead, anti-bias 
training should increase 
awareness of bias and its 
lasting impact, plant seeds 
that inspire sustained 
learning, and teach skills 
that enable attendees to 
manage their biases and 
change their behavior.

How can you act?
Selected recommendations 
include:
1) Including training as 
part of a broader diversity 
and inclusion strategy
2) Prioritizing the 
learning needs of the 
primary audience over 
positive reviews

Who should take 
the lead? 
Researchers and 
organizational leaders 
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Because bias and stereotypes can take many 

forms,18 a training program that helps to reduce 

bias against one group may not necessarily be 

effective to the same degree for another. For 

instance, whereas diversity efforts that high-

light group differences improve conditions for 

groups present in moderate numbers, such as 

White women, efforts that emphasize equal 

treatment and minimize the salience of group 

differences improve conditions for groups with 

low representation, such as Black people.19 We 

also note the need for more research to under-

stand whether a training program built using our 

recommendations would reduce bias against 

understudied groups, such as people who are 

disabled or obese.

Challenge 1: Being Realistic 
About What Training Can 
Accomplish on Its Own
Because of budgetary and time considerations, 

diversity training is often offered as a one-time 

opportunity. Yet a company that relies solely 

on a single training session to combat bias is 

doomed to fail. One major reason is that bias 

is multifaceted, born of a combination of an 

individual’s exposure to stereotypes about and 

direct or indirect experiences with people from 

different groups. This complexity makes bias 

difficult to eradicate. Indeed, an investigation 

of 17 different bias-reduction interventions 

found that only eight reduced participants’ 

implicit preference for White people over 

Black people.20 Further, the effects of even the 

most effective interventions (such as exposing 

participants to people from another group who 

behave counter to stereotypes and providing 

people with strategies they can use to mitigate 

bias) had worn off just 24 hours later.21 This 

analysis and other research suggest that without 

consistent reinforcement, trainees’ biases will 

rebound after people return to the environ-

ments that reinforce those biases.22

For example, after attending an anti-bias training 

session, a hiring manager may be excited about 

implementing new bias-management strate-

gies. Yet this manager must balance the goal of 

recruiting and offering jobs to a diverse group 

of candidates with the competing need to fill 

open positions swiftly. If the company has not 

invested in targeted recruiting of candidates 

from historically underrepresented groups or 

has not reduced the urgency of filling a partic-

ular position, the newfound knowledge and 

motivation to counteract bias will not be enough 

to combat the pressing need to fill the position 

and stiffen the manager’s resolve to hold out for 

a qualified person who also adds to the compa-

ny’s diversity.23 Indeed, research suggests that 

accountability structures produce better results 

Table 1. Summary of challenges, recommendations, & implementation agents

Challenge Recommendation Implementation Agent

Being realistic about what training can 
accomplish on its own

Develop a comprehensive diversity and 
inclusion strategy with training as one 
component. Determine which goals 
require alternative strategies.

Organizational executives responsible for 
strategic planning initiatives

Selecting the proper goals for the 
programs

Tailor training to match the desired 
outcomes for individuals, groups, and 
the organization. Focus on increasing 
awareness of bias and changing behavior.

Organizational executives who choose 
the goal; facilitator who tailors training 
accordingly

Deciding how to manage attendee 
discomfort

Do not let discomfort dissuade the 
organization from pursuing training; 
discomfort is an important part of learning 
how to communicate across differences.

Training facilitator

Minimizing counterproductive effects of 
discussing bias

Teach attendees concrete strategies for 
managing their bias, but do not overdo it: 
emphasize just two or three.

Training facilitator

Demonstrating impact Develop and execute a plan for evaluating 
the efficacy of training.

Organizational executives and training 
facilitator
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than anti-bias training by itself.24 (Accountability 

structures consist of programs, staff positions, 

or groups that have explicit responsibility for 

meeting such goals as increasing the represen-

tation of minorities.) In other words, although 

anti-bias training can be a great way to raise 

awareness of bias and provide people with strat-

egies to fight it, training alone cannot guarantee 

change once attendees leave a session.

Recommendation: Include Training as Part 
of a Broader Diversity & Inclusion Strategy
Organizations must ensure that training is 

accompanied by investments in structural 

changes—alterations in organizational policies 

and ways of operating—that will help sustain 

learning and facilitate behavioral change.25,26 

Why are structural changes imperative even 

within an organization that is full of employees 

personally motivated to be egalitarian? One 

reason is that prejudice is facilitated by the daily 

consumption of information that confirms and 

reifies stereotypes.27,28 Another is that, as is illus-

trated by the hiring manager example above, 

many factors compete with an individual’s 

motivation to prioritize diversity, manage bias, 

and promote inclusion. Combating prejudice 

requires similarly multifaceted efforts: organiza-

tions cannot rely on employees’ goodwill alone 

to change the culture.29,30

A meta-analysis of 260 studies of anti-bias 

training highlights the importance of going 

beyond having a training program on its own. It 

found that training was more effective when it 

was integrated into a broader strategy (g = 0.57; 

see note A for more information on the statis-

tics) than when it was provided as a stand-alone 

program (g = 0.36).31 An integrated strategy 

might introduce anti-bias training along with 

systems that hold individuals responsible for 

reducing bias, improve processes for responding 

to bias incidents, and provide networking 

opportunities for employees from underrepre-

sented groups. Training is more effective in this 

broader context in part because the integrated 

strategy addresses the variety of ways that bias 

can undermine an organization’s diversity and 

inclusion efforts. Moreover, organizations that 

use a comprehensive strategy communicate 

the message that bias is malleable and can 

be changed over time, which can encourage 

individuals to adopt bias- management 

strategies.32,33

Organizations with the goal of integrating 

training into their overall diversity and inclusion 

strategy could first collect data to understand 

the representation and dispersion of people 

from different groups throughout the organiza-

tion, employees’ perceptions of inclusion, and 

where diversity-related failures in processes 

might be occurring (such as during the hiring 

process or during performance reviews). The 

data would help to identify which training 

topics would have the greatest impact on the 

organization’s employees. The organization 

could then create a plan in which training for 

employees and leaders is one component, 

alongside the establishment of a committee 

responsible for overseeing and reporting on 

progress. After training, organizations could 

provide suggestions for additional reading to 

attendees to further their learning and estab-

lish behavioral nudges before key decisions to 

remind attendees of the strategies to which 

they committed.34 Such nudges could include 

reminding managers to avoid giving person-

ality feedback before performance reviews 

are written or asking recruiters to reflect on 

key job requirements before they discuss their 

assessments of job candidates. In these ways, 

organizations can ensure the training lessons 

extend beyond the session itself and influence 

employees’ everyday behavior.

Challenge 2: Selecting the 
Proper Goals for the Programs
Researchers—such as Frank Dobbin and his 

colleagues—have analyzed a combination of 

laboratory experiments and organizational data 

and concluded that diversity training is ineffec-

tive.35 For example, Dobbin and his coauthors 

“organizations cannot rely on employees’ goodwill alone to 
change the culture” 
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examined how six different diversity-related 

initiatives (training, audits, networking programs, 

mentoring programs, a task force, and a desig-

nated diversity officer) affected manager-level 

diversity in more than 800 companies. Mento-

ring programs and initiatives that provided 

organizational oversight for diversity through an 

individual or a task force increased management 

diversity by nearly 40%. In contrast, the impact 

of training was generally negligible and for some 

groups was counterproductive, contributing to a 

5% decrease in representation for Black women 

and a 5%–10% increase for Black men and 

Hispanic women. The authors concluded that 

training is not effective for increasing manager 

diversity. However, an alternative conclusion is 

not necessarily that anti-bias training is ineffec-

tive but rather that it is not a panacea.

Many factors influence employee diversity, 

promotion rates, and other outcomes. Consider 

the goal of increasing manager-level diversity. 

If White employees have more opportunities 

to lead high-visibility projects and have greater 

access to key decisionmakers than employees 

of color do, this imbalance will necessarily 

affect the pipeline of qualified employees who 

can become managers.36 Training cannot fix 

these disparities. Similarly, anti-bias training 

cannot promise comprehensive change that 

will eliminate all bias that occurs during perfor-

mance reviews37 or all overt or subtle biases in 

other interactions.38–40 Instead, it is best posi-

tioned to achieve more modest and immediate 

outcomes, such as educating people about 

how biases can manifest or motivating people 

to change their behavior. 

Recommendation: Focus Training on Both 
Increasing Awareness of Bias & Providing 
Strategies for Changing Behavior
Some researchers suggest that the closest 

analog of training is teaching and that organiza-

tions considering diversity training should first 

identify the learning outcomes of interest.41 In 

the meta-analysis mentioned above, Katerina 

Bezrukova and colleagues identified four 

potential kinds of outcomes from diversity 

training: attendee reactions (self-reported feel-

ings toward the facilitator or training), cognitive 

learning (knowledge gained about the topic, 

such as where bias comes from and how it 

contributes to inequity in society), behavioral 

learning (skill development, as judged by self- 

reports, observations of managers or trainers, or 

responses to hypothetical scenarios), and attitu-

dinal/affective learning (self-reported attitudes 

toward stigmatized group members and beliefs 

in one’s own ability to become less biased).31 

Overall, training had the largest immediate 

impact on generating positive attendee reac-

tions toward the facilitator and the training itself 

(g = 0.61). It also increased, to varying degrees, 

awareness of bias (cognitive learning; g = 0.57), 

skill at behaving in less-biased ways (behav-

ioral learning; g = 0.48), and positive feelings 

toward groups that were experiencing discrim-

ination (attitudinal/affective learning; g = 0.30). 

Over time, however, the effects decayed for all 

outcomes except awareness of bias (cognitive 

learning). Thus, one outcome that anti-bias 

training can reliably affect in the long term is 

what attendees learn and retain about bias.

If awareness of bias is the main outcome that 

persists, should organizations even bother trying 

to change behavior as well? Based on the data, 

the short answer is yes. In a separate analysis, 

Bezrukova and her colleagues asked what works 

better for changing attitudes and behavior: 

diversity training that aims to increase attendees’ 

awareness of their biases and cultural assump-

tions (awareness-based training), programs that 

help attendees learn to monitor and change 

their behavior (behavior-based training), or 

a combination of the two?31 They found that 

focusing on awareness is useful but should not 

be the only focus of training. Awareness-based 

training produced the smallest changes in atti-

tudes and behavior overall (gs = 0.22 and 0.35, 

respectively), whereas behavior-based training 

was significantly more effective at changing 

both attitudes (g = 0.41) and behavior (g = 0.53). 

The training programs that incorporated both 

awareness-based and behavior-based elements 

were about as effective as behavior-based 

training at changing attitudes (g = 0.40) and 

behavior (g = 0.54). In summary, anti-bias 

training is least effective when it focuses only 

on raising awareness of bias: the best strategy 

is either to focus on teaching attendees strate-

gies for changing biased behavior or to do that 
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and also incorporate elements that will raise 

people’s awareness of their bias and the effects 

it can have.42 We favor the combined approach 

because it can help people to understand why 

they should want to change their behavior.

Challenge 3: Deciding How to 
Manage Attendee Discomfort
A critical component of anti-bias training is 

discussing disparities between groups. These 

conversations can be uncomfortable. For 

example, people from racial minority and 

majority groups both find discussions about 

race to be challenging and thus may avoid 

intergroup conversations about race to prevent 

the accompanying anxiety and discomfort.43–46 

Although avoidance certainly eases strain 

between people in the short term, avoidance 

is not always possible during anti-bias training 

and, more generally, when working in a diverse 

organization. During training, some attendees 

may become defensive and belittle the training 

content or even try to undermine the facilitator 

in an effort to deflect negative emotions.47,48 

Facilitators must be prepared to contend 

with the various reactions that emerge during 

training.

Facilitators must also navigate the tricky 

dynamics related to differences in how people 

from various groups perceive the prevalence 

of bias and in their willingness to engage in 

the training activities. White participants, for 

instance, may believe that racism is less prev-

alent in modern society than Black participants 

do.49,50 Also, recognizing one’s own bias is 

distressing, particularly for majority-group 

members who do not want to appear preju-

diced.51,52 Some attendees may be reluctant 

to acknowledge and accept that they have 

biases that affect their behavior, or they may 

be actively hostile to the very notion of anti-

bias training.53,54 Other attendees may generally 

agree that there is a need to improve organiza-

tional inclusion and reduce bias.

These divergent perceptions and attitudes can, 

in turn, produce different expectations for what 

anti-bias training should cover. Some attendees 

may prefer to have an introductory conversation 

to provide them with foundational knowledge 

about the prevalence of bias before diving into 

strategies for mitigating it. Other attendees may 

be eager for more complex discussions, looking 

to anti-bias training as an opportunity to validate 

their experiences with bias and to discuss mean-

ingful changes their organization can enact. 

These dynamics make it challenging to design a 

training program that all attendees will react to 

positively. It is reasonable and understandable 

that organizational leaders want employees to 

have good reactions to training programs, but 

this goal should not be pursued at the expense 

of other learning outcomes.

Recommendation: Prioritize the 
Learning Needs of the Primary 
Audience, Not Positive Reviews
As part of establishing the desired learning 

outcomes for anti-bias training, organizations 

must identify the primary audience for any 

particular anti-bias training session. Potential 

targets of bias will undoubtedly be in the audi-

ence of any training session, and their needs 

may be very different from those of attendees 

who are potential perpetrators of bias. For 

example, people of color learn about racism and 

talk about racism at a younger age than White 

individuals do.55,56 Thus, a discussion of the exis-

tence of bias and the importance of managing 

it may fall flat for people of color, who instead 

may gain more from learning about how to 

cope with the bias they face or from discussing 

organizational procedures for reporting discrim-

ination. Although one training session cannot 

address all these topics effectively, a scaffolded 

approach to learning—through a series of work-

shops, comprehensive diversity and inclusion 

efforts (as described in Challenge 1), or both—

can ensure that everyone within an organization 

gets the education and support they need.

After the identity of the primary audience has 

been established, the next question to consider 

is the potential reactions that attendees will 

have to training. Some facilitators will prioritize 

designing training programs that attendees will 

evaluate positively over training programs that 

achieve learning outcomes. Several studies’ 

findings suggest, however, that this impulse 

is misguided. Certainly, the perception of too 

$8 billion is spent on 
diversity training annually

50% of US organizations 
are expected to offer 
implicit bias training 

in the future



a publication of the behavioral science & policy association 63

much threat can activate defensiveness that 

stifles learning and growth.57 Yet research has 

shown that a moderate amount of discomfort is 

a critical catalyst for the introspection that can 

guide a person toward more egalitarian behavior 

in the future.58 This research aligns with other 

evidence that showing people how bias has 

influenced their decisions can reduce subse-

quent discrimination59 and increase sensitivity to 

subtle forms of discrimination.60 When facilita-

tors and organizations make winning audience 

approval a key outcome, they risk neglecting 

content that may produce long-lasting learning 

(that is, ongoing sensitivity to the occurrence of 

bias) and behavioral change.

Another reason to prioritize attendees’ learning 

needs over their immediate reactions is that 

attendees’ positive or negative perceptions of 

training do not necessarily relate to whether 

they learn the concepts presented during the 

experience.61 For instance, attendees react 

more positively to training that includes a 

variety of components (such as interactive 

discussion, video, and lecture-based content; 

g = 0.73) than to training that relies on one 

component (g = 0.59).31 Despite this preference, 

training programs with many components, as 

compared with those with one component, do 

not produce statistically significant differences 

in behavioral learning (many: g = 0.51; one: 

g = 0.39), cognitive learning (many: g = 0.54; 

one: g = 0.67), or attitudinal/affective learning 

(many: g = 0.30; one: g = 0.27). Thus, although 

audiences may prefer training programs with 

multiple components to training programs with 

one component, the multifaceted approach 

does not yield meaningful change on any 

learning outcomes.

Finally, organizations often make training volun-

tary rather than mandatory to generate positive 

audience reaction. In some ways, this strategy is 

effective: overall, people respond more favor-

ably to voluntary versus mandatory training 

(gs = 0.71 and 0.37, respectively). However, this 

approach undermines other outcomes that may 

be important for long-term change, such as 

behavioral learning.31 Specifically, when training 

is voluntary, behavioral learning is significantly 

lower compared with when training is manda-

tory (gs = 0.42 and 0.63, respectively), perhaps 

because those who could benefit most from the 

training avoid attendance.62,63 Moreover, making 

training mandatory is a simple way to demon-

strate that anti-bias training and, more broadly, 

diversity and inclusion efforts are important to 

the organization.

Challenge 4: Minimizing 
Counterproductive Effects 
of Discussing Bias
A major goal of anti-bias training is to increase 

awareness of the ways that bias manifests in 

society, organizations, and individuals. However, 

several scholars have identified unexpected, 

often ironic effects that sometimes result from 

attempts to teach about and address bias. For 

example, people more readily dismiss claims of 

workplace discrimination in organizations that 

explicitly value diversity compared with claims 

in organizations that do not.64 Communicating 

that the solution to bias is simple and can be 

addressed by just offering a training course can 

decrease empathy for victims of bias.65 Addi-

tionally, referring to bias as ubiquitous may, 

ironically, produce the perception that bias 

is acceptable (for instance, “It must be OK if 

everyone has it”)66 or that bias-reduction efforts 

are futile (for instance, “You can’t succeed 

because bias is too widespread to root out”).

Beyond these challenges, the findings of 

recent research complicate notions of how 

to talk about implicit bias (sometimes called 

unconscious bias) in particular. An estimated 

20% of U.S. organizations offer training meant 

to combat implicit bias, and the number is 

expected to increase to 50% in the near future.4 

“a moderate amount of discomfort is a critical catalyst for the 
introspection that can guide a person toward more egalitarian 
behavior in the future” 



64 behavioral science & policy | volume 6 issue 1 2020

Although this training can be effective,67 the 

way that implicit bias is framed can significantly 

affect people’s motivation to challenge the 

discrimination that results from it. In a series 

of studies, participants read a definition that 

framed racial bias as “implicit and unconscious” 

or “explicit and conscious” before reading about 

a discriminatory incident. Those who read about 

implicit racial bias perceived less intent in the 

incident, and they therefore perceived the inci-

dent as less harmful and the perpetrator as less 

worthy of blame and punishment.68,69 Because 

the very framing of anti-bias training content 

can undermine the critical understanding 

of bias necessary for motivating behavioral 

change, facilitators must pay close attention to 

their framing.

Recommendation: Help Attendees 
Create a Plan for Behavioral Change
When building anti-bias training with the goal 

of circumventing the ironic consequences of 

talking about bias, facilitators would do well to 

consider classic social psychological research 

on persuasion. Persuasion is often most 

successful when people are presented with a 

moderately disturbing outcome and strategies 

they can use to avoid that outcome.70 Indeed, 

anti-bias training is a persuasive endeavor, 

designed to present attendees with information 

that will motivate them to change their atti-

tudes and behavior. Facilitators must go beyond 

relaying information about what bias is and 

propose concrete bias-management strategies 

so that attendees believe they have the ability to 

enact the new behaviors.71–73

Although myriad strategies exist for managing 

and reducing bias, facilitators should be careful 

not to overwhelm attendees with too many of 

them. General research on interventions has 

compared the effect of different numbers of 

recommendations on behavioral change.74 An 

interesting finding was that interventions that 

provided one recommendation had a low impact 

on behavior (d = 0.12), but so did interventions 

that provided four or more recommendations 

(d = 0.14). (See note A for a discussion of d 

statistics.) Giving just one recommendation 

suggested the problem was not important, but 

four or more overwhelmed participants. Instead, 

two to three recommendations emerged as the 

ideal number for prompting change (d = 0.27), 

particularly for participants who were less moti-

vated to alter their ways. Throughout a training 

program, facilitators may suggest a broad 

range of strategies to manage and reduce bias; 

however, by the end, facilitators who want to 

ensure that their attendees change their behav-

iors should encourage them to focus on two or 

three behaviors.

Challenge 5: 
Demonstrating Impact
Clearly, it is critical that facilitators put substan-

tive thought into the framing and content of 

anti-bias training. However, this effort is for 

naught if the impact of training is not evaluated. 

Yet barriers can interfere with such evaluation. 

For instance, although collecting data on the 

efficacy of training is a crucial step in assess-

ment, accessing organizational data, which 

could show the impact that training has on key 

outcomes, can be challenging. In addition, if 

participation in postworkshop surveys is low, 

the paucity of data can undermine the ability to 

draw statistically informative conclusions, and a 

focus on unrealistic outcomes (as discussed in 

Challenge 2) can give the misleading impression 

that nothing was achieved.

Unfortunately, a lack of data showing that 

anti-bias training is effective can lead people 

to perceive anti-bias training as ineffective. 

Perhaps worse, without data demonstrating a 

return on an organization’s investment in anti-

bias training, organizational leaders will be 

skeptical when they receive future requests to 

fund diversity and inclusion initiatives. Without 

data to point to, facilitators—and the organiza-

tional representatives who hire them—will be 

ill-equipped to make a strong case for why the 

training is necessary and worthwhile.

Recommendation: Measure Efficacy
Any plan for delivering training should, from 

the outset, also include a plan for assessing 

how well the program’s goals are met.75 The 

program goals, of course, should be estab-

lished at the beginning of the collaboration 

between the organization and the facilitator to 
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ensure that the objectives of both align and that 

the content included in the training serves the 

selected goals. When deciding on the outcomes 

of interest, organizations can also consider what 

their comprehensive diversity and inclusion 

strategy should be (as discussed in Challenge 1).

Case studies from a variety of industries provide 

insight into what anti-bias training can poten-

tially accomplish,67,76 and empirical evaluations 

conducted once training was complete have 

bolstered these findings. For example, The Ohio 

State University College of Medicine identified a 

goal of increasing the diversity of its incoming 

class of medical students. The college devel-

oped a plan to have admissions committee 

members complete anti-bias training; the plan 

included provisions for data collection at the 

end so that the effectiveness of the training 

could be evaluated. Per the plan, the college’s 

admissions committee members took an 

Implicit Association Test and attended a training 

session about how implicit bias affects deci-

sionmaking.77 During the next admission cycle, 

the college saw a 26% increase in the number 

of underrepresented minority students who 

matriculated to the institution, compared with 

the admissions cycle from the previous year. 

This difference was not statistically significant; 

nonetheless, qualitative responses from an eval-

uation completed by committee members gave 

some insight into the way the training affected 

them. Specifically, they described being more 

cognizant of how bias influenced their reactions 

to candidates during the interview process. By 

identifying the pretraining goal of increasing 

the diversity of the incoming class of medical 

students, the college was able to develop a 

training approach that positively shaped the 

behavior of the admissions committee and that 

also included a plan to collect the data needed 

to assess outcomes in the months that followed.

Discussion
Social scientists have amassed extensive knowl-

edge about the features that are important for 

effective anti-bias training. However, the prolif-

eration of training and the lack of standardization 

in its delivery undermine the ability to measure 

the efficacy of training across organizations and 

over time. Facilitators and organizations who 

want to improve outcomes should follow the 

evidence-based recommendations presented 

in this article for raising awareness of bias and 

sparking a desire to behave in ways that manage 

it. Nevertheless, anti-bias training cannot and 

should not be viewed as a singular opportunity 

to educate and change people. Rather, it must 

be integrated into efforts to meet a broader 

commitment to improving diversity and inclu-

sion. Finally, every organization implementing 

these recommendations should measure the 

impact of what it has tried and adjust accord-

ingly, taking into account the specific context, 

audience, and desired outcomes.

A Call to Continued Action 
for Researchers
The future success of anti-bias training turns on 

whether researchers use their skills and expe-

rience in program development and evaluation 

to build strong training programs. This call for 

researchers to engage in translational research 

is not new: over a decade ago, Elizabeth Paluck 

cautioned that “by and large, scholars and 

practitioners have passed up the opportunity 

for a collaborative project that could harness 

this widespread intervention to improve the 

theory and practice of prejudice reduction and 

social inclusion.”78 The field of anti-bias training 

presents a ripe opportunity for collaboration 

between researchers and practitioners. We echo 

Paluck’s recommendations for how to achieve 

this collaboration, which should begin by (a) 

establishing that anti-bias training can cause 

attitude and behavioral changes, (b) measuring 

efficacy in ways that go beyond self-report, 

and (c) conducting research in a variety of 

populations and settings to gain a deeper 

understanding of how to make training most 

effective. Moreover, researchers must continue 

to explore the various determinants of bias18,79 

“The field of anti-bias training 
presents a ripe opportunity 
for collaboration between 
researchers and practitioners”   
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and use these insights to identify bias-reduction 

tactics that are specific to certain groups80 as 

well as tactics that have a broader reach.81

A Call to Action for Organizations 
Seeking Anti-Bias Training
People who want to bring anti-bias training 

to their organization may be overwhelmed by 

the task of establishing criteria that will iden-

tify, from the wealth of facilitators available, the 

one(s) best suited for their particular group and 

situation. With that in mind, we recommend that 

they consider the following factors, regardless 

of whether they plan to hire an outside facili-

tator or use internal resources.

The first factor is organizational readiness. It is 

not worth pursuing anti-bias training if the orga-

nization lacks a true commitment to increasing 

diversity and fostering inclusion. Does your 

organization have a diversity and inclusion 

strategy, of which training is one component? 

Conversely, are there people in the organiza-

tion who will undermine the efficacy of training, 

such as resistant leaders or employees who 

are openly antagonistic to diversity and inclu-

sion efforts? If resistance is an issue, company 

resources may be better spent by first investing 

in structural changes to policy and practices 

that can lower the resistance.

Leaders should also carefully consider facilitator 

experience, including subject matter expertise 

and experience managing the myriad audience 

reactions to training (described in Challenge 

3). Finally, any person who advocates for anti-

bias training within an organization must have 

a plan for measuring the impact. Identifying 

the desired key outcomes for learning and 

subsequent change will likewise be important 

when partnering with the facilitator to build 

the training.

A Call to Action for Anti-Bias-
Training Facilitators
Bias can seem abstract, and anti-bias-training 

facilitators have the potential to make the 

importance of managing and reducing bias real 

for attendees. Facilitators have an opportunity 

to emphasize how biases in our society are 

rooted in a long-standing hierarchy and main-

tained by present-day beliefs and practices.82,83 

These opportunities to reflect on and discuss 

bias can influence whether and how members 

of majority groups notice and make meaning 

of the experiences of members of stigmatized 

groups.49,84–87 Anti-bias-training facilitators 

therefore carry a great responsibility, and those 

interested in entering this field should take this 

role seriously.

Merely having a passion for diversity and inclu-

sion does not make a person an effective 

facilitator. Navigating the challenges described 

in this article, especially those related to the 

unpredictable and sometimes ironic conse-

quences of discussing bias, requires a deep 

understanding of the research on bias, diversity, 

and inclusion as well as experience facilitating 

training with a variety of audiences. In an early 

version of this article, a reviewer commented 

that the challenges and recommendations for 

facilitators had a Goldilocks feel to them: Do 

not do too much, do not do too little; present 

enough information to motivate people but not 

so much that you overwhelm them. Walking 

that line is very difficult. And yet it is acceptable, 

even appropriate, that there be a high bar of 

entry for facilitating these training programs. No 

one expects people to practice medicine or law 

after reading a few articles. Similarly, it does and 

should require significant time and energy to 

learn to become an effective anti-bias-training 

facilitator.

Conclusion
The recommendations in this article should 

guide the next decade—and beyond—of anti-

bias training. As systemic inequities and biases 

become more entrenched, it is not reason-

able to expect a transformation to come from 

training alone. However, a well-designed 

training program can be a catalyst that produces 

ripple effects within an organization, a commu-

nity, and beyond. Researchers and facilitators 

should come together to share insights on ways 

to make anti-bias training as effective as it can 

be and then use those insights to create a less 

biased, more equitable world.
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endnote
A.  From the editors to nonscientists: For any given 

data set, the statistical test used depends on the 

number of data points and the type of measure-

ment being used, such as proportions or means. 

Hedges’s g is a measure of effect size, with inter-

pretation as follows: g = 0.20 is considered a small 

effect, g = 0.50 is considered a medium effect, 

and g = 0.80 is considered a large effect. Cohen’s 

d also measures effect size. Typically, d = 0.2 is 

small, d = 0.5 is medium, and d = 0.8 is large.
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