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Introduction
Welcome to The Guardian Jobs employers’ guide to diversity, inclusion and 
microaggressions in the workplace.
We all know that diversity in the workplace is important, but we may not always 
appreciate the many reasons why. Quite apart from our moral imperative 
to ensure that everyone gets a fair chance at a job, studies show that diverse 
workforces are more successful. Companies with employees that all have a very 
similar background face real risks when it comes to their ability to attract and 
retain talent, to innovate in uncertain times and to create shareholder value.
Research from consultants McKinsey1 shows that companies with gender-
diverse boards and more women in the workplace are 21 per cent more likely 
to be more profitable than average, while those in the top quartile for cultural 
and ethnically diverse boards are 33 per cent more likely to outperform when it 
comes to profitability. 
This finding is repeated in multiple companies and sectors worldwide, 
suggesting that every business that wants to thrive and survive in today’s ever-
changing world needs to be conscious of how to address diversity issues at all 
levels. This practical guide tells employers what they need to know, what actions 
to take, and what benefits they can expect from equality, diversity and inclusion 
in the workplace. 
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3.  How to get started
4.  Further information

1.  https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/delivering-through-diversity#
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Workplace diversity and inclusion starts from the moment you place a job 
advertisement. The way an advert is written, and the imagery used, can appeal 
to a certain sector of society and deter others.
Sara Chandran, who runs diversity and inclusion consultancy Fresh 
and Fearless, says that we need to be mindful of language when writing 
advertisements and be aware of who might be put off applying.
“Looking for someone ‘energetic’ will deter older people from applying, for 
example. ‘Confident and driven’ will attract men, whereas ‘empathetic and 
honest’ will draw in women,” she says.
Most of the time we’re not even aware of the barriers that are being created by 
our adverts and hiring processes, because they come from our “unconscious” 
minds, or reflect inner preconceptions about what a job involves. 
Nonetheless, unconscious bias in recruitment is a serious issue. A recent study 
from the Centre for Social Investigation at Nuffield College, University of Oxford, 
found that 24 per cent of job applicants from white Western backgrounds receive 
a call-back for jobs they’ve applied for, compared with only 15 per cent from a 
minority ethnic background2.
So how can recruiters overcome their unconscious bias in hiring and recruit the 
best? Experts suggest a number of strategies.

Start with community engagement
Gaia Caruso, diversity and inclusion lead at technology consultant provider 
Sparta Global, says engaging with underrepresented communities will 
improve the diversity of your applicants. “Running mentoring and educational 
programmes with under-represented groups, student societies and networks 
provides individuals from under-served communities with the skills and 
knowledge they need to successfully secure a role at your company,” she says.

1. The importance  
of hiring inclusively

Prioritise personality and talent, not background and experience
Kimberly Nei is director of talent analytics at Hogan, the global provider of 
workplace personality consulting. She suggests looking for the personality traits 
needed for a job, rather than for a specific skill set that might only have been 
honed by certain life experiences. 
“Personality assessment does not produce meaningful sub-group differences 
(no difference in performance due to gender and race etc) and is non-biased, 
unlike traditional face-to-face interviews,” she says.
Jane Farrell, co-founder and CEO of diversity and inclusion consultancy EW 
Group, agrees that focusing on experience can exclude certain groups of the 
population unfairly.
“When a recruitment advert states that applicants must have a minimum of 
five years’ experience, this can rule out potential talent with less experience 
when in reality we all know that there is not necessarily a correlation between 
experience and a person’s ability to do a good job. When we say ‘must have three 
years’ experience at senior level’ in a sector or company where black people, 
women and disabled people are few and far between at senior levels, then 
nothing will change,” she says.

Use tech to beat your biases
When writing job advertisements or deciding who to interview, technology can 
help to ensure that your biases don’t come into play. Caruso, at Sparta Global, 
suggests using tools such as Textio, which promises “bias interruption that goes 
beyond gender”, or the free Gender Decoder app.
Artificial Intelligence (AI) systems for hiring also claim to remove human bias. 
But there are examples where this has not been the case, for example when 
Amazon had to withdraw an algorithm from its selection procedures in 2018 
because it had effectively taught itself to prefer male candidates3.

2.  https://www.nuffield.ox.ac.uk/news-events/news/new-csi-report-on-ethnic-minority-job-discrimination/ ;  
http://csi.nuff.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Are-employers-in-Britain-discriminating-against-ethnic-minorities_final.pdf 3.  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-45809919
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Train for unconscious bias in recruitment
Understanding our own biases is key when it comes to hiring new staff as well 
as creating an inclusive environment. Many organisations therefore offer 
unconscious bias training.
Chandran, at Fresh and Fearless, says that although it’s not enough on its own, 
it can really help the process.
“The training doesn’t solve the issues of structural oppression and inequality 
in the workplace but it does kick-start people’s individual journey of self-
awareness. Most people operate on autopilot. While this is good for our day-
to-day functions, such as making a cup of tea, it’s not good when we’re making 
big business decisions. When we’re more conscious of how our exposure to 
certain ‘stories’ throughout our lives has shaped how we see others, we can 
begin to work on rewiring our minds to think more inclusively.”

Four recruitment biases you may not be aware of  
– and how to avoid them
1. Confirmation bias
This occurs when we have a preconception about a job candidate, which might 
come from something we’ve noticed about them on an application, such as their 
name or place of study. Confirmation bias occurs when we look for information 
that supports that initial belief and filters out other information. Using a 
structured interview process that asks every candidate the same questions is 
one way to avoid falling into a confirmation bias trap.
2. Affect heuristic
Heuristics are mental shortcuts that help us to make decisions. The “affect 
heuristic” means that many of us make decisions based on our emotions at the 
time rather than on measurable outcomes. Asking candidates to complete a 
task that can be independently measured is one way to help counteract this.
3. Anchoring bias
This is where the recruiter fixes on one particular aspect of a candidate’s resume 
and gives it more weight than it deserves. Simply being aware of this bias can 
help recruiters avoid it.
4. Halo or horn effect
This is where an interviewer becomes focused on one good (halo) or bad (horn) 
trait, skill or piece of information and allows it to colour their overall judgement. 
By using a formal scoring process for candidates and getting each panel 
member to justify their selection decision, you can help avoid this bias.

Case study: M&C Saatchi
Advertising giant M&C Saatchi has made a public commitment to combatting 
systemic racial injustice and has taken steps to make the firm more inclusive. 
This includes training in the consequences of unconscious bias.
The company is now turning its attention to attracting more diverse 
candidates, says Camilla Kemp, M&C Saatchi CEO.
The company has launched Open House, a free virtual training programme for 
anyone anywhere in the world who wants to know more about the advertising 
industry.
The primary goal is to remove barriers for those who want to break into 
the advertising or communications industry but have not had the support 
or access to do so. The programme also provides an opportunity to reach 
individuals that have never considered a career in advertising, acknowledging 
the industry hasn’t done enough to raise awareness and get “on their radar”, 
Kemp says. 
“M&C Saatchi wants to encourage participation from these groups and make it 
clear that advertising is truly a career option for them.” 
More than a third of the 1,500 participants signed up to the programme 
and who have revealed their ethnicity are black, Asian and minority ethnic 
(BAME). Having attracted this more diverse pool of potential candidates, the 
company aims to further increase diversity by asking applicants to answer this 
extra question: What I can uniquely bring to M&C Saatchi… This is intended 
to encourage applicants to talk about what they can offer when it comes to life 
experience, perspective or expertise.
“As a creative business, the idea of people being different is fundamental. 
Similar people think similar things, so while the moral imperative is really 
clear, there is a commercial need for diversity too,” Kemp says.
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In the workplace, you may find gender microaggressions or racial 
microaggressions, and experts say they can have a serious impact on staff 
happiness.
“If employees are on the receiving end of microaggressions, no matter how 
‘harmless’ the person delivering them may think they are, they can create a 
hostile environment, constitute harassment and have harmful consequences in 
relation to mental health and wellbeing,” says Farrell at EW.
Tolu Farinto, a change-maker at culture-change business Utopia, says his 
personal experience of these aggressions in the workplace has been hugely 
damaging.
“The most common is probably: ‘You’re really articulate… for a black guy.’ I’m 
immediately ‘othered’ by that sort of comment,” he says. “Are they genuinely 
trying to be nice, and their kindness is just misplaced? Or are they making an 
insidious suggestion that most black people aren’t smart, and I’m an exception 
to the rule?” 
“These kinds of questions roll around in my head long after the conversation 
ends, and it’s something anyone at the receiving end of microaggressions has to 
deal with constantly. It can take a huge emotional toll on people as they wrangle 
with the idea that they’re different, that they don’t belong.”
Caruso, at Sparta, says these issues are “too often deemed ‘small’ problems but 
they can have a huge impact on working culture in organisations. 
“Everyday language and social interactions make up the fabric of organisational 
culture. If we allow discrimination, harassment and marginalisation to emerge 
at this level, it becomes incredibly difficult for leaders to fix the damage at a later 
stage,” she says.
Instead, companies need to ensure that their company culture does not allow or 
normalise these aggressions, says Chandran at Fresh and Fearless. “It requires a 
continued effort from all employees to educate themselves on the experiences 
of those from marginalised backgrounds. To bring awareness to their language, 
and what their message insinuates to another person. If you wouldn’t ask these 
questions, or act in a particular way, towards a straight, cisgender, able-bodied 
white man, then why is it different for anyone else?”

It’s not enough to hire from a diverse pool of talent, every employer needs to also 
establish an environment that remains inclusive and continues to adapt and 
evolve to changing diversity needs. Without this, they will not be able to retain 
the staff they’ve recruited using their diversity-friendly strategies.
Any issues of ageism in the workplace, racism in the workplace, or gender 
discrimination in the workplace also need to be stamped on quickly.
Caruso, at Sparta Global, says that creating an inclusive culture is the “single 
most important investment companies can make in 2020.”
“In a year of growing inequalities, profound socio-economic transformations 
and uncertainty about the future, we need to cultivate working environments 
where people feel connected, empowered and ready to take on the challenges 
of a changing business world,” she says. “Culture is no longer an HR issue: it’s 
the engine of co-operation and innovation within organisations; the key to 
economic rehabilitation in times of crisis.”
A Deloitte study suggests that four in 10 of us would leave our current 
organisation for a more inclusive one, while nearly a third have already left an 
employer for diversity and inclusion reasons4 – a drain of talent that companies 
can ill afford.
It can be daunting for organisations to consider how to maintain cultural 
diversity in the office but experts say the culture must come from the top.
“The organisation’s leadership has to have an equality, diversity and inclusion 
lens on every process, policy, practice and behaviour,” says Farrell at EW. 
“Leaders need to really understand their particular and specific business case 
and be able to articulate how it links to their business strategy and their values.”
“When the organisation’s commitment to addressing diversity and inclusion is 
part of its culture and values every day, that is when true inclusivity is achieved, 
and then they can recruit and retain the very best talent.”

Microaggressions at work
One of the most important things to consider is the impact of so-called 
microaggressions on everyday workplace culture. 
Psychologist Derald Wing Sue, who has written two books on the subject, 
defines microaggressions as “brief, everyday exchanges that send denigrating 
messages to certain individuals because of their group membership”. 

2. Creating and evolving a 
truly inclusive workplace

4.  https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/about-deloitte/ 
us-about-deloitte-unleashing-power-of-inclusion.pdf
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Microaggressions uncovered
A SurveyMonkey5 study in the US revealed the three most common 
microaggressions in the workplace:

 ▶ Being treated unprofessionally because of gender or race.
 ▶  Being called “well-spoken”, with the inference that this is  

despite race or class.
 ▶ Being spoken over while talking.

Employees surveyed said there are a variety of solutions to deal with these…
 ▶ 67% think the aggressor should have to apologise.
 ▶  47% think managers should speak to employees about  

potential microaggressions.
 ▶ 40% believe HR should get involved.
 ▶ 30% say aggressors should be given anti-bias training.
 ▶ 9% say the offender should lose their job.

Case study: Siemens
German multinational company Siemens has been building its 
commitment to a diverse workforce in the UK in recent years, signing up 
to a number of initiatives including Business in the Community’s Race at 
Work Charter and the Confederation of British Industry’s (CBI) Change 
the Race Ratio campaign.
Valerie Todd, Siemens HR director, explains that this involvement 
highlights the company’s commitment towards an inclusive workplace 
culture.
“What has been important for us is taking bold steps in signalling our 
commitment on this important issue,” she says.
The company works hard to promote an inclusive work culture and 
encourages staff to speak out when things are not right.
“We use events such as National Inclusion Week, Black History Month 
and International Women’s Day to engage with our people on the positive 
behaviours we want to encourage, shape and reward.”
“We also recognise that poor behaviours need to be tackled and dealt 
with appropriately. Our code of business conduct and HR policies and 
procedures are comprehensive and effective.”
Going forwards, Siemens plans to create its own diversity and inclusion 
tool to ensure that it’s making the progress it hopes to.
“Our plan is to set out our own D&I standard to help us chart where we are 
trying to get to and to work with our ‘critical-friends’ to help us objectively 
review and understand our progress. What works, what is getting in the 
way and how do we stay on course,” Todd says.

5.  https://www.surveymonkey.com/curiosity/microaggressions-research/
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There are many issues to surmount, so how can companies get started with 
equality and diversity in the workplace? 
“What needs to be done depends on the organisation,” says Tolu Farinto at Utopia.
“There are three common starting factors for every business, though, including 
ensuring you have measurement metrics in place; putting inclusion before 
diversity; and putting an education process in place for everyone from boardroom 
to factory floor.”
Camilla Kemp at M&C Saatchi says that taking the “temperature” of the 
organisation is an important first step. “You need to understand where you are 
right now as a business and how your employees feel,” she says. “That means 
understanding what the lived experience is and being very conscious about what 
you’re doing.”
Workplace surveys and focus groups are one way to do this, as well as 
understanding commitments such as the gender pay gap reporting regulations. 
Sara Chandran at Fresh and Fearless says leaders have to commit to changing, 
saying that the biggest step is to “recognise their privilege and understand how 
our society has been purposely built to oppress certain groups”. 
Committing to unconscious bias training for employees and leaders can also 
have a huge effect, says Jane Farrell at EW. “The focus needs to be on how to think 
through how bias might be operating, and then say and do practical things to 
counteract it.”
By committing to some of the best practices mentioned in this guide – from 
unbiased recruitment advertising to establishing a culture that does not tolerate 
microaggressions and that recognises the effect they can have – a more diverse 
and inclusive culture will emerge.
Valerie Todd, at Siemens, says it’s vital to continue to monitor the company’s 
culture and practices. A company must listen to feedback and analyse its data 
constantly to check it’s on the right track. It is this type of continual monitoring 
that will help move companies towards a more inclusive future.

3. How to get started
Case study: Leadership Through Sport & Business
Paul Evans runs the social mobility charity Leadership Through Sport & 
Business, which places young people from disadvantaged backgrounds 
into workplaces. 
He says companies need to think hard about their culture if they are to be 
successfully inclusive.
“You can hire diversity but unless your business is inclusive you won’t 
keep it,” he warns, suggesting that businesses remember the old adage 
about the difference between diversity, inclusion and equality if they 
are to successfully change the culture. “Diversity is being asked to the 
party, inclusion is being asked to dance. Equality might be being asked to 
change the music,” he says.

Three actions to take if you experience a microaggression 
or discrimination yourself

 ▶  Talk confidentially Many large organisations have a 
confidential helpline to help those who are experiencing issues. 
Talking them through could help you to find clarity in your 
situation and decide what to do next. There may also be specific, 
supportive networks within your organisation, for example for 
women, for LGBTQ+, for older employees or for employees from 
certain backgrounds.

 ▶  Don’t think it’s your problem Ensuring you’re treated well in 
the workplace is your employer’s job, not yours, says Tolu Farinto 
at Utopia. “The onus should never be on minorities to explain 
their problems to the majority.”

 ▶  Don’t minimise the issue Microaggressions might sound like 
they should be trivial, but they are certainly not. Speaking to HR 
is the right thing to do in order for company culture to change.
review and understand our progress. What works, what is 
getting in the way and how do we stay on course,” Todd says.
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4. Further information
To find out more visit:
Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS)
https://www.acas.org.uk
Works with employers and employees to improve workplace relationships.

Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD)
https://www.cipd.co.uk 
Offers guidance on diverse hiring, including a selection of online guides.

Employers Network for Equality & Inclusion (ENEI)
https://www.enei.org.uk 
The UK’s leading employer network covering all aspects of equality and inclusion 
issues in the workplace.
Government Equalities Office
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/government-equalities-office 
Responsible for a range of equalities legislation.

If you have any questions or would like to talk to a member of the Guardian Jobs team, 
email sales@theguardian.com
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