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EXCELLENCE IN IMPROVING INCLUSION

OVERVIEW

A modern University put out a competitive tender to 
find a provider to design and deliver a 2-day Train the 
Trainer programme of Unconscious Bias Training (UBT). 
It was a closed tendering process with little opportunity 
to understand the context of the University and the 
work which had gone before. At the time of submitting 
the proposal, a couple of high-profile news stories had 
broken ‘exposing’ the UK government spend (especially 
Whitehall) on mandatory UBT when there was “no 

evidence that this training changes the behaviour 
in the long term or improves workplace equality in 
terms of representation of women, ethnic minorities 
or other minority groups”: Report commissioned by 
the Government Equalities Office produced by the 
Behavioural Insights Team. 

CHALLENGE

The University wanted to deliver the training themselves 
(one of the areas highlighted by the above report as 
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a particular risk for triggering a negative backlash in 
attendees). The commissioning person was clear they 
wanted a 2-day training but they didn’t know what 
content they wanted or how the eventual roll-out 
might be structured. They also didn’t know who would 
volunteer to be involved and what skills they would have. 

UBT was becoming more popular and heightened by 
societal and political changes (Black Lives Matter and 
the death of George Floyd) and many organisations 
were seeking UBT but were satisficing with ineffective, 
short, one-off sessions that left attendees feeling like 
their time had been wasted, or worse, came out feeling 
shamed or annoyed by their pointed-out failings.

APPROACH

How to find out more about the unique context when it 
was a closed competitive bidding process? …Build in an 
Inquiry Stage into the proposal:

I added an optional ‘Inquiry Stage’ to the 2-day Train-
the-Trainer programme using an Appreciative Inquiry 
methodology and positioned it as getting to know the 
institution better in order to create a meaningful training 
programme which could be used to celebrate the work 
already taking place, to increase knowledge across the 
University and to shape the content for the training. 

How to write a clearly planned and costed proposal 
AND allow for changes to emerge during the process 
without it looking like failure? …Break the work into 
Stages that allow reflection and learning:

A staged approach even on a small project builds in 
time for stakeholders to think, to revisit outcomes, to reset 
expectations, and to reduce the impact of sunk cost 
bias if it turns out the direction of the work needs to shift. 
EDI work is in essence, a cultural change project but this 
is often neglected as organisations search for a quick 
(and cheap!) answer to their problems. 

How to embed the work even though you have limited 
involvement?...Be clear about the likely outcomes/
timescales for change and find internal resource:

By encouraging the set-up of internal Working Group 
to oversee the progress provided a ‘home’ for the work 
beyond the consultancy period. 

Creating a role description and preliminary questionnaire 
to gather skill levels and motivations of the volunteers 
and using this to inform the course content and 
recommendations for Action-Learning sets to support the 
volunteers increased the likelihood of success. 

How to address the elephant in the room that there is 
no evidence-base for the work?...Be honest about what 
can and can’t be achieved and the focus of the work:

By clearly distinguishing between raising awareness and 
producing behavioural change and highlighting where 
to look for evidence when they rolled-out the training.

By focusing on Inclusive Leadership practices and how 
they could actively promote an inclusive culture in their 
University rather than focusing on trying to reduce implicit 
bias in any one individual by structuring the content 
to illustrate how biases are formed (e.g. Kahneman’s 
work) and then focusing on how to overcome bias e.g. 
through inclusive recruitment practices, fair promotion 
decisions, running inclusive meetings gave the 
programme the best chance of success. 

OUTCOME

Success was measured through qualitative and 
quantitative means using direct feedback from the 
participants on what worked and what did not as well 
as using Implicitly Implicit Association Task to measure 
bias before and after the Train the Trainer programme. 
Results were mixed but for some, Implicitly data showed 
that volunteers with elevated risk of bias at the start of 
the programme had reduced risk by the end of the 
programme. The results are correlational not causal 
so cannot claim beyond doubt that the programme 
reduced implicit bias but given the methodological 
problems with the IAT (Harvard’s Implicit association test), 
the results show promise for future attempts at trying to 
find a direct impact of UBT.  
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