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22nd Annual EXamining Conflicts in Employment Law 
(EXCEL) Training Conference

What You Don’t Know Can Hurt 
You and Others: 

Implicit Bias in the Workplace

M a r i a  F l o r e s ,  O u t r e a c h  a n d  E d u c a t i o n  C o o r d i n a t o r ,  E E O C  C h i c a g o  D i s t r i c t

M a r y  T i e r n a n ,  O u t r e a c h  a n d  E d u c a t i o n  C o o r d i n a t o r ,  E E O C  P h i l a d e l p h i a  D i s t r i c t

“Respect • Opportunity • Inclusion”

Ground Rules

■ Respect
– Listen respectfully; seek to understand
– Listen harder when you disagree

■ Challenge Yourself

■ Engage in open and honest dialogue

■ Assume good intent

■ Be Open to New & Different Perspectives

Implicit Bias:
Why are we still having 

this conversation?
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Why?
■ We are the most racially, religiously and culturally diverse country ever.

■ Work is the one place where we all come together.

■ Even though great strides have been made, this is not a conversation 
that should ever end.  Some things require constant attention.  Bias is 
one of those things.

■ We want inspired employees.  

– To be inspired, employees must feel valued

– To understand how each employee feels valued, we must 
understand who they are

– Makes us more effective.  Helps us achieve our shared goals.

■ We cannot lead without empathy.

“Over the past 14 years we’ve polled thousands 
of workers about how they’re treated on the job, 
and 98% have reported experiencing uncivil 
behavior.”

Harvard Business Review

How are people 
diverse?
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Primary & Secondary Dimensions of Diversity

Sexual 
Orientation

Race

Gender

Physical 
Qualities

Age

Ethnicity

Work 
Background

Income Geographic
Location

Parental
Status

Marital
Status

Education Military
Experience

Religious Beliefs

Loden and 
Rosener

Aspects of Culture

 Sense of self and space
 Communication and language
 Dress and appearance
 Food and eating habits
 Time and time consciousness
 Relationships
 Values and norms
 Beliefs and attitudes
 Mental process and learning
 Work habits and practices

Who me? Biased?

Over 24 dimensions identified as possible biases 
towards another individual – some include:

 Marital status

 Geographical location

 Education

 Income

 Personal appearance

 Age
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Underestimating
the Power of Bias

Bias

 Bias is an attitude or belief.

 It is the evaluation of one group and its members 
relative to another.

 It is a predisposition to see events, people or 
items in a positive or negative way.

Cultural Bias

 Cultural bias is interpreting and judging 
perceived through someone's own 
culture
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Categorizations

allow humans to 

organize information 

using minimal effort

Natural and Common

 Unconscious association is common and natural

 Results from cultural knowledge (stereotypes) that 
we all develop during our development

 When we automatically attribute the stereotypical 
beliefs about a group to an individual, we have 
engaged in unconscious association

Association

Sociologist state that people tend to favor that which is 
familiar to them

• In-group favoritism

• “Us” vs. “Them” categorization 



6

Stereotypes  

An oversimplified image or statement applied to a 

whole group of people, without regard for the individual.

Stereotypes  

 We give everyone in a certain group the same 
attributes

 We are all different, even within groups

 We put others in “boxes”

How do we develop stereotypes?

Society

Culture

Experience
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Confirmation Bias; Like Me Bias; 
Observational; Negativity News; 
Status Quo

How We Make Decisions

Carefully 
considered

(conscious)

Intuitively

(unconscious)

Our Brains Take Shortcuts
(the 5% Rule – how we see people)

 “95% of what we tell you is true we 
have never seen.  We think it is true 
based on the 5% we have seen”  
Harold Meyers

 Snakes are bad (categorization)

 Based on our life experiences

 What is the first 5% we notice about 
the people we meet? 
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But wait, our intuitive brains aren’t done yet 
(The 5% Rule – how we evaluate criteria)

 Some of our assumptions about what
qualifications make good indicators of future
performance are wrong

 Cause and effect is trickier than you think (ask
your significant other)

 Web of causation

But Why Do We Unconsciously Prefer One 
Group Over Another?

 We are unconsciously conditioned to be suspicious
of difference and/or change
– Works against diversity and inclusion

 Culturally taught
– Whose story is the American story?
– We create stories/histories around a sense of sameness

– us and them.
– Perceptions are handed down and don’t fade quickly -

“Yesterday, today and tomorrow are: is, one, indivisible.”
William Faulkner

Pop culture?

Who’s the Hero? 

Villain?

Even in the movie?
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Confirmation Bias

 Notice information that confirms the stereotype

 Actively avoid information contrary to our belief

 Disregard contradictory information
- simply don’t process it

 Discount contradictory information
- “He’s a “good” [fill-in-the-blank], not like most

[fill-in-the-blank].”

Confirmation Bias

Once we decide something is true our 
minds seek out only evidence that supports 
our hypothesis and ignores evidence that 
refutes our hypothesis

Charles Hickman

Conroe, Texas

2002

EEOC et al. v. Commercial 
Coating Serv., Inc.

No. H-03-3984 (S.D. Tex. 
March 21, 2006)
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Bias

Explicit

Implicit

Bias

 Expressed directly/explicitly: “I like whites more than 
Blacks.”

 Expressed indirectly:  e.g., sitting further away from a 
Black than a white individual.

 Explicit = Person is aware of his/her evaluation

 Implicit =  Person doesn’t perceive or endorse 
evaluation 

Halos and Horns

We see only what we want to see

(confirmation bias the halo/horns effect)

Giving Notice: Why the Best and Brightest are Leaving the Workplace and How You Can 
Help Them Stay ‐‐ Freada Kapor Klein (2007)
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Implicit Bias
 The human brain can take in 11 million pieces of 

information in any one moment

 We’re only consciously aware of maybe 40 of 
these - at best.

 Only 2% of emotional cognition is available to us 
consciously 

 Racial bias tends to reside in the unconscious 
network

 Messages can be framed to speak to our 
unconscious

What is Unconscious Bias?

 Process where one’s unconscious mental 
associations systemically distorts the way we 
perceive others

 Also called Implicit Bias or Implicit Association

What information do our brains implicitly provide when 
we walk into a room and see a person . . . 

Dressed a 
certain way?

Whose skin is 
darker or lighter?

Implicit Bias
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The Implicit Association Test
 Project Implicit is a long-term 

research project based at 
Harvard University that aims 
to measure people’s 
preferences for certain social 
groups over others. 

 The IAT is designed to 
examine which words and 
concepts are strongly paired 
in people’s minds.

IAT Findings

 Implicit biases are pervasive 
- they appear as statistically “large” effects that are often 

shown by majorities of samples of Americans.

 People are often unaware of their implicit biases 
- harboring negative associations even while honestly 

reporting that they regard themselves as lacking these 
biases.

IAT Findings

 Implicit biases predict behavior
- those are higher in implicit bias have been shown to 

display greater discrimination.

 People differ in levels of implicit biases
- vary from person to person; makes clear that implicit 

attitudes are modified by experience.



13

IAT Results & Majority Bias

 88% of whites had a pro-white or anti-black bias.

 Nearly 83% of heterosexuals showed bias for straight 
people over gays and lesbians.

 More than 2/3rds of non-Arab, non-Muslims displayed 
biases against Arab Muslims.

 Overall, large majorities showed biases for Christians 
over Jews, the rich over the poor, the young over the 
elderly, and men’s careers over women’s careers. 

 White male status as default position

IAT Results & Minorities’ Bias

 The IAT demonstrates internalized minority group 
bias in other areas as well – sex, age, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation and so forth.

 Minorities internalized the same biases as majority 
groups:
- 48% of blacks showed a pro-white or anti-black bias
- 38% of Arab Muslims showed an anti-Muslim bias
- 38% of gays and lesbians showed a bias for straight 

people over homosexuals
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Unconscious bias is not a free 
“get out jail” card

Implicit Bias in 
Action

Employment Implications

 In employment situations, unconscious bias can 
have great effect when decisions are subjective.

 Areas of risk:
- Recruitment
- Career development
- Discipline
- Selection
- Any and all employment decisions
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Height

 30% of Fortune 500 CEO’s are 6 
foot 2 inches and taller.  In the 
U.S. only 4% of all men are 6 foot 
2 or taller.  90% of CEO’s above 
average height.  (Malcolm 
Gladwell – Blink)

 Study controlled gender, weight 
and age – each inch of height = 
$789 pay per year 

(University of Florida 10/16/03)

Is John a Better Scientist than Jennifer?
- Handlesman, Yale, 2012

 Professors in biology, chemistry and physics were given a one page 
summary of an applicant in their field which portrayed the applicant as 
promising but not stellar.

 In half of the experiments the applicant was named John, and in the 
other half, Jennifer.

 On a scale of 1 to 7, John received an average competence score of 4 
and Jennifer 3.3.

 The average starting salary offered:
 Jennifer - $26,508, 
 John - $30,328

 Bias had no relation to professors’ age, sex, teaching field or tenure 
status.

Constructed Criteria: Redefining Merit 
to Justify Discrimination 
- Eric Luis Uhlmann and Geoffrey L. Cohen, 2005

 Volunteers were asked to judge the credentials of applicants for a chief of 
police position

 Descriptions of the applicants were presented as either “streetwise” or 
“formally educated”

 The volunteers tended to favor the qualifications of the male applicant, 
regardless of whether the male applicant was presented as “streetwise” 
or “formally educated”

- When a male applicant was presented as “formally educated” the 
volunteers gave those qualifications greater weight than when a 
female applicant were presented as “formally educated”

 In other words, for traditionally male positions we tend to form the 
hiring criteria around the male applicant.
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Symphony Orchestra Study

 Women comprised less than 
5% of positions 

 Major symphony orchestra 
sought to objectify selection 
criteria used to select 
musicians

 Blind auditions were 
instituted

 Twenty years later, over 25% 
of positions held by womenPhoto: Bill Wade, Post-Gazette

Project for Attorney Retention
- Joan Williams, University of California, 2009

 50-70% female attorneys perceived they are held to 
higher standards than their male counterparts

 Female attorneys given lower performance ratings than 
male attorneys, regardless of the gender of the 
evaluator

 22 male attorneys earned all “5’s”.  2 female attorneys 
earned all “5’s”.  Women accounted for 38% of all 
attorneys evaluated

 “hard driving” female attorneys deemed difficult to work 
with

Age Preferences Against Older Women 
for Entry Level Jobs
- Joanna Lahey, Texas A&M University - 2006

 4000 fake resumes sent to employers in Boston and 
St. Petersburg.  For entry level positions only.  All 
with no more than ten years experience listed

 High school attendance dates listed

 Women 35 to 45 were 43% more likely to get an 
interview than women 50 to 62
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Age Discrimination and Hiring of Older 
Workers
– David Neumark, Ian Burn, Patrick Button, 2017

 Applicants aged: 
- (29 – 31); (49 -51); (64 – 66)

 Job categories: 
- Women: admin, sales
- Men: sales, security, janitors

 Applicants aged (64 – 66) had lowest call back rates
- Older women had lower call back rates than younger women: 47% 

lower (Admin), 36% lower (Sales)
- Older men (Sales) had 30% lower call back rate than younger 

men.

Complexion Counts in Immigrant Wages
Joni Hersch, Vanderbilt University - 2007

8% - 15%

Complexion Counts in Immigrant Wages
– Joni Hersch, Vanderbilt University, 2007

 Survey of over 2000 legal immigrants

 Those with lightest skin made 8%-15% more than those 
with darkest skin.

 One shade lighter had the same effect as an additional 
year of education.

 Other factors such as English-language proficiency, 
education, occupation, race and country were considered, 
but skin tone persisted as a determining factor.
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“Mark of a Criminal Record”
Devah Pager – 2003

 Employers in Milwaukee were given a hypothetical situation.  
They were asked whether they would hire an applicant who 
was reasonably well qualified for a vacant position but had a 
recent drug conviction and eighteen months of prison.

 60% of the employers said they would hire the applicant.  
This percentage was roughly the same whether the 
applicant was black or white. 

 However, months before the survey both white and black 
testers with and without drug convictions and criminal 
records applied for positions with these same employers

CALL-BACK RATES

Whites 
without 

criminal
record

Blacks 
without 
criminal
record

Blacks with
criminal
record

Whites with
criminal

record

14%

5%

34%

17%

Neil
Emily
Carrie

Brendan
Sarah

Rasheed
Lakisha
Ebony 

Jamal
Latonya

“Are Emily and Brendan More Employable than Lakisha and Jamal?” 
Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil Mullainathan – 2002

http://gsb.uchicago.edu/pdf/bertrand.pdf

Hypothetical white applicants 
50% more likely to get call back
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Small 
Things Can 
Create Big 
Problems

“That’s an excellent suggestion, Miss Triggs.  
Perhaps one of the men would like to make it.”

In 2014, NBC’s Today show host Matt 
Lauer asked Mary Barra, CEO of General 
Motors if she could be a good mother and 

effective CEO of a major company
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What is a Microaggression?

Subtle, verbal and nonverbal slights, insults, 
indignities, and denigrating messages directed 
toward an individual due to their group identity, 
often automatically and unconsciously. Usually 
committed by well-intentioned folks who are unaware 
of the hidden messages being communicated. 

Microaggressions are similar to carbon monoxide 
- “invisible, but potentially lethal” - continuous 
exposure to these type of interactions “can be a 
sort of death by a thousand cuts to the victim”

Sue,  (2010) Microaggressions in Everyday Life:  Race, Gender, and Sexual Orientation. 

Microaggression can be toxic

Microaggression Exercise

On the next several screens there will be statements or 
examples.  We will review as a group.

 Identify Theme

 Identify Implicit Message
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 A lady moves away and holds purse 
tighter when an African American males 
gets on the elevator with her.

 Crossing the street to avoid a group of 
Latino men.

 Locking desk when leaving the area you 
share with an African American 
colleague.

Where are you from?

Where were you born?

 You speak good English.

 You don’t even speak with an accent.

 How long have you been in the 
States?

 You’re gay? You have to give me some 
decorating tips.

 I bet you were great at basketball. (Said to 
African American)

 We are having a potluck tomorrow, will 
you make fried rice? (asked of an Asian)

 Women in power lead by emotion and are 
too sensitive.
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Oh, you majored in bio? Were you 
studying to be a nurse? (asked of 
female)

 I don’t understand this new math, can 
you help me? (asked of an Asian)

 You went to Harvard? (asked of a 
Latino or African American

 I believe the most qualified person should 
get the job.

 I don’t understand why my co-worker with 
ADHD gets extra time to complete the 
weekly report. Everyone would benefit with 
the extra time.

 Everyone can succeed if they work hard –
just look at Oprah.

 We all know she got hired because she is a 
woman.

 I can’t be racist, I have black friends 
(Asian girlfriend, I love Oprah, etc.)

 I am not homophobic – I have gay 
friends and I love Anderson Cooper.

 As a woman, I know what you go 
through as a racial minority.
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When I look at you, I don’t see color.

 There is only one race, the human 
race.

 I don’t support gay rights because they 
are “special rights” – everyone is 
equal.

Microinequities/
Microaggressions Examples

• Boss greets everyone in an elevator but one person.

• A group of employees go out for drinks after work and leave one 
person on the team consistently out.

• A female makes a suggestion and it is ignored but a male colleague 
makes the suggestion and it is accepted.  

• Repeatedly mispronouncing your name or misspelling your name. 

• Constantly being interrupted while you are talking.

• Being introduced as someone else of the same race.

• Invitations that while inclusive are uncomfortable for some.

Microinequities/
Microaggressions Examples

• Continuously using terms known to be offensive or inappropriate for 
example, “handicapped” or “the disabled”  

• Interrupting…constantly
• Left out of discussion/project
• Reading/sending emails/texts during conversation
• Looking at watch…frequently
• Not being introduced and then ignored
• Physical size or ability used to dominate interactions for example, when 

interacting with a person in a wheelchair 

• Repeatedly ignoring the pronoun of choice
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Best Practices for 
Employers to Combat 

Implicit Bias

Best Practice:  “Blind” Resumes

We talked about the Blind Audition. What about if you 
did something similar with resumes and applications? 

 Blind Resume --
What if you removed candidate’s name, 
graduation year, college names, and even 
addresses?

77

Resume “whitening” doubled callbacks

Minority job applicants with “resume whitening” were more than 
twice as likely to receive a callback than those who don’t. 

 1600 resumes to employers in 16 U.S. metropolitan areas 

 25.5% callback rate if African American names were 
whitened, cf. 10% if not

 21% callback rate if Asian names whitened; 11.5% if not.

 Same gap for “pro diversity” employers as others.

 One student left a prestigious merit-based scholarship off his 
resume b/c it would give away his race.

Whitened Resumes: Race and Self-Presentation in the Labor Market, Kang, DeCelles, Tilcsik & Jun., Administrative Science 
Quarterly Journal 
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“Kang added:

‘Some people have found that whitening helps 
but I think that the larger message is that it 
shouldn’t be up to minorities to find ways to 
avoid discrimination.’”

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/mar/17/jobs-search-hiring-racial-discrimination-resume-whitening-callbacks

Resume “whitening” doubled callbacks

 Do an internal workforce analysis and other self-
audits –check to see if your practices have a 
disparate impact on particular groups of people 

 Beware of potential EPA/wage issues

 Recruit, hire, and promote with EEO principles in 
mind – Rooney Rule

Best Practice:  Self-Audits

Hiring Ex-Offenders 
Paula Paulk , President, Johns Hopkins Medicine International

Why?  Consistent with mission & culture

 Decision to stay in East Baltimore, an at-risk 
neighborhood

 Re-entering offenders with no job are more likely to 
return to crime

 Jobs stabilize the community

 Ex-offenders are great workers

81
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Results:

 2003 to 2006:  491 employees hired with criminal 
background

 41% of applicants with records hired

 In 2009, 212 (43%) still employed 

 Turnover is lower than employees without records for the first 
40 months

 Anecdotal observation:  zero “problematic” terminations of 
ex-offenders

Hiring Ex-Offenders 
Paula Paulk , President, Johns Hopkins Medicine International

Who’s in your candidate pool?

When the final pool has one minority or female 
candidate, he or she has virtually zero chances of getting 
hired. 

“Two in the pool effect” may help overcome 
unconscious biases:
 If at least two female candidates in final pool: 

odds of hiring a female candidate are 79X greater

 If at least two minority candidates in final pool:
odds of hiring a minority candidate are 194X greater

Harvard Business Review

MYTH

It’s impossible to interview 
someone with a disability 
because of discrimination  
laws.

FACT

Ask the same job-related 
questions that you would ask 
other applicants.

Focus on abilities not 
disabilities

TIP: Don’t make assumptions about someone’s performance – everyone 
has the right to succeed or fail by their own doing. 84

Best Practice:  See the person, 
not the disability
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Treat people with equity

 Introduce yourself and offer a handshake. People with limited hand use 
or wear an artificial limb usually can shake hands. The person will often 
tell you if they are not able to shake hands for some reason. 

 Always ask before providing assistance - wait until the offer is accepted. 

 Speak directly to the person and not their attendant, interpreter,  family 
member, etc. 

 Do not pet service animals without checking with the owner first. 

 It is acceptable to ask questions if you are unsure how to proceed or 
what to do next. 

 At the beginning of the meeting it is a good idea to identify where the 
accessible restrooms are located. 

Resource:  https://nationaldisabilitynavigator.org/wp-content/uploads/Materials/Fact-Sheet-17-Disability-Etiquette.pdf

 Implement a strong EEO policy embraced at the 
top levels of the organization.  

 Train managers, supervisors and employees; 
enforce policy; and hold them accountable.

 Provide clear assurance that employees who make 
complaints or provide related information will be 
protected against retaliation

Best Practice:  EEO Policy, 
Accountability, Non-Retaliation

 Promote inclusive culture in the workplace by 
fostering an environment of professionalism and 
respect for personal differences.

 Foster open communication and early dispute 
resolution. 

Best Practice:  Inclusion, Open 
Communication, Dispute Resolution
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“What else can 
employers do about 

implicit bias?

So, What Do We Do?

 Train decision makers about unconscious bias
- Have decision makers take the Implicit Association Test

 How we see people
– Increase positive, equal interactions between individuals of 

different groups
– Work together, not side-by-side
– Create in-groups (fight fire with fire) 
– Create on-going and repetitive opportunities to humanize 

individuals within particular group (not a one-time 
discussion)

– May be a short-term fix only

 Get past the narrative and see the evidence
- Embrace systems that help decision makers engage their 

logical brain and bypass (as much as possible) their 
intuitive brain.

- Slow down process.
- Emphasize evidence and process.

 Don’t look for cases to confirm the proposition.  Look for 
cases to disprove the proposition (may counter 
confirmation bias)

 Be your brother’s keeper
- Easier to see intuitive mistakes in others than in 

ourselves.
- Review decisions and “premortems”. 

So, What Do We Do?
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 Re-evaluate (after-action reports)
- Did you get what you thought you were getting?
- Which traits were good indicators of future 

performance?
- Which traits were not relevant to future performance?
- Which traits led to negative performance?
- Is there a missing piece?
- Was the rationale given at the time of hire a good or 

bad predictor of future performance?
 Listen to your employees (learn from their perceptions)

So, What Do We Do?

“What can I do about 
implicit bias?”

The antidote for biased thinking . . .

 Implicit attitudes can be modified by experience, 
which in turn can change behavior.

 What’s required is vigilance – continual awareness of 
the forces that cause decision making to veer from its 
intended course and continue adjustments to 
counteract them.

Is making nondiscrimination conscious:.
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The Human Brain

Garbage In Garbage Out

It’s possible to retrain our brain 
based on new accurate information.  

Be open to other points of view.

Benefit of the doubt.

Consider the source of information.

Challenge your assumptions.

 Identify the root cause of your thoughts and 
opinions.

Practice Empathy 
 Listen

- Listen again
- How are we the same and how are we different
- Listen as passionately and compassionately as we 

want to be heard when we speak

 Paraphrase

 Put ourselves in other peoples shoes (ex – check out line)

 Don’t be so quick to dismiss experiences not our own

 Look for commonalities (division is usually a lack of 
perspective)
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Practice Empathy 

 Learn about others lives (casual conversation, non-
work activities pay dividends).

 Focus on impact, not right v wrong.

 Difficult to recognize experiences outside of our own 
social classes as valid.

 Why?  Care about me and I’ll care about you.  

Learn how others want to be treated

 Treat others the way they would like to be treated.

 Understand that they are different from your view, and 
you are different from their view.

Recognize your biases, prejudices & 
stereotypes

• “Pause” and “rewind”
• Why am I thinking that, doing that?
• Don’t look for cases to confirm the proposition.  

Look for cases to disprove the proposition.
• Move forward in a more positive, respectful 

manner.
• Educate yourself.  Increase your “diversity IQ.”
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Eliminate the use of stereotypes & 
generalizations

 Avoid using words, images, and situations that 
suggest that all or most members of a particular 
group are the same, and identify people by 
characteristics such as race, gender, sexual 
orientation, or ethnic origin, only when those facts are 
relevant.

LGBT
 Keep in mind:

– Identify people the way they identify themselves
– It’s ok to ask about: pronouns, preferred name
– It’s NOT ok to ask about: anatomy, sexual orientation, 

dating/sex life
– Be open to corrections
– Be wary of slurs or other derogatory language
– Use these words correctly and respectfully

o Transgender is an adjective

LGBT

 Policies: revise, review, advertise
– Where are sex or gender appearing in policies? Why are 

they mentioned?

 Educate and Train
– Not just Human Resources! We want to create an 

environment of inclusivity.

 Expand discussions beyond a single identity
– Intersectionality means we seek to understand and value 

each person’s unique experience and the different 
identities that inform that experience. 
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 Jokes about gender, religion, political affiliation, or 
ethnicity may not be funny to someone else even 
when they are funny to you.

 This behavior may present an unprofessional 
appearance.

Be Careful with Humor

 Expand your vocabulary and rethink word usage 
that may be offensive, disrespectful and/or 
stereotypical.

 Re-phrase or qualify comments made by others that 
may be offensive, disrespectful and/or stereotypical.

Practice “verbal judo”

Be Assertive

 Don’t be afraid to speak up if another’s actions 
make you uncomfortable.

 Speak up on behalf of another person who is not 
being treated respectfully.
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Scenario

 You are at a work meeting.  Emily makes a 
suggestion but doesn’t get any feedback or 
response.  A few minutes later, Brandon makes a 
very similar suggestion. The boss praises him for 
being so innovative and such a great team leader.

 What do you do?

Scenario

 You are at a work project meeting with 6 colleagues.  
One colleague, Amir, is on vacation.  At the beginning of 
the meeting, Stan asks where Amir is?  He then says “Is 
it Ramadan or is he headed to Mecca?”  Everyone 
laughs at the joke.  Sue then says “He is attending a 
terrorist summer camp for his vacation and I cannot wait 
to hear how he spent his summer vacation.”  Again, more 
laughter.  Several other employees make inappropriate 
comments about Amir’s heritage and religion.

 What do you do?

Silent Collusion

An ally is someone who 
speaks up on behalf of 
someone else

Be an Ally instead

To go along through 
silence.
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Workplace Civility Training
Focused on creating a civil and respectful
workplace for all.

Not focused on status-based characteristics.

Teaches employees to increase their self-
awareness of respectful behavior. 

Provides employees with the skills to control 
their actions and reactions to people and 
situations. 

111

Bystander Intervention Training

Deployed frequently on college campuses to 
reduce sexual assault.

Teaches students to recognize warning signs of 
sexual assault. 

Empowers students by giving them the realistic, 
actionable options for intervention. 

Creates a sense of collective responsibility 
and confidence to intervene.
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Why is Bystander Action Important?

 Many victims of harassment do not report the 
harassment
– Fearful of what will happen when they do report
– Fearful that inadequate action will be taken

 Bystanders have a powerful role in calling out behavior 
that crosses the line and supporting colleagues who 
experience harassment.

 Don’t underestimate the positive impact that calling out 
harassment can have, not only on the person being 
harassed but on co-workers and the culture of the 
workplace.

How can Bystanders Intervene?

 See the harassment when it occurs.  Recognize the 
behavior for what it is, name it, do not ignore it.

 Talk to the person who is doing the harassment, telling 
him/her to stop the harassment.
– Talk to the employer, human resources manager

 Support the person experiencing the harassment by:
– Listening to them
– Referring them to workplace policies and procedures on 

harassment
– Encourage them to report the problem
– Assisting them with finding information to file a complaint

“STOP” Technique for Reducing
“Cultural Collisions”

S - State the specific behavior that causes conflict

T – Tell him/her how you feel

O – Offer options and suggestions to replace the 

unacceptable behavior

P – Positive results:  What is in it for them to change the

behavior?  How will the relationship be come more 
positive?
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4 Magic Phrases to Say

It gives you time to regain composure,  avoid 
escalating the situation, give food for thought

 That’s interesting…tell me more.

 That’s interesting…why would you say that?

 That’s interesting…why would you do that?

 That’s interesting…why would you ask that?

Witnessing Bullying or Harassment as 
a Subordinate or Co-Worker 
 I don’t think that comment is productive.

 Ouch.

 I don’t think your tone/language is very professional.

 I don’t appreciate comments/jokes about <topic>.

 That hasn’t been my experience.

 That’s not cool.

 That’s not the way we act here.

 Knock it off.

 Take it easy!

 Hey, were you asleep when we had that EEOC training?

Pay attention to possible 
microaggressions / microinequities

 Remember that EVERYONE will microaggress.

 If you’re the target, explain how the statement or behavior 
made you feel. Criticize the microaggression, not the 
microaggressor.  You may want to first plan what you want to 
say and practice with friends.

 When you're the microaggressor and you’ve been called out, 
try not to be defensive. Acknowledge the other person's hurt, 
apologize, and reflect on where the microaggression came 
from and how you can avoid similar mistakes in the future. 
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If you are on the receiving end of bias:

 Address the person who is committing the 
disrespectful behavior

 Pick a good time
 Eliminate emotions
 Be specific
 Ask them to stop
 Listen to the harasser’s response
 If the behavior continues or retaliation occurs, notify 

your supervisor/manager or Human Resources

If someone tells you about your 
behavior or a comment you made:

 If someone has the courage and sensitivity to tell 
you how you have offended them, or that they think 
you said something offensive or inappropriate, don’t 
get defensive, correct the action that offended.

Take Responsibility for Your Actions

 Be direct – “I’m sorry.”  “I did not mean to disrespect 
you.”

 Accept their feelings

 Apologize for not understanding their point of view.

 Agree not to do it again

 Do not repeat that behavior in the workplace.



39

Avoid Dangerous Words & Excuses

 That kind of behavior is part of growing up. 

 I/they didn’t mean any harm.
- It’s just a prank that got out of hand.

 That’s how they (we) do things where they (we) come 
from.

 You need to learn to handle these things.
- Just ignore it.

More Dangerous Words & Excuses

 If nobody complained, what’s the big deal?
- Everybody else was okay. 
- What’s your problem?
- Can’t you take a joke?
- You’re too sensitive.

More Dangerous Words & Excuses

 Oh well, boys will be boys (girls will be girls)
- They puts their arms around everyone.
- It’s your fault for being so sexy.
- Why can’t you learn to accept a compliment?
- It’s just teasing – no big deal.
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Is your perception …. sometimes your truth?

Sometimes we have to take another look at 
what we think we know . . .

Contact Information

Maria Flores, Outreach and Education Manager

Chicago District

Phone:  414-662-3699

Email:  maria.flores@eeoc.gov

Mary Tiernan, Outreach and Education Manager

Philadelphia District

Phone:  267-589-9787

Email:  mary.tiernan@eeoc.gov


