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Aim of session

• Introduce concept of unconscious bias

• Consider how unconscious bias affects equality, 

diversity and inclusion within universities.



http://www.opticalillusion.net/optical-illusions/shepards-tables-whats-up


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0i8ZKTyIaQc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z9Sen1HTu5o

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0i8ZKTyIaQc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z9Sen1HTu5o


Imagine you could stay in an airbnb…what would 

you be willing to pay for this room?

Double bedroom suite, city centre location, 

panoramic views, Manhattan, New York. 



Imagine you could stay in an airbnb…what would 

you be willing to pay for this room?

Double bedroom suite, city centre location, 

panoramic views, Manhattan, New York. 



Anchoring Bias

Double bedroom suite, 

city centre location, 

panoramic views, 

Manhattan, New York. 

£55£5500

£3000

£200

£500

£50



Cognitive biases

• Shepherd’s and Adelson’s illusions are examples 

of visual cognitive biases

• The hotel prices – a bias called anchoring



Exploring Bias Further 



Why?

Current theory:

Reflective processing system –

active processes, conscious 

decisions

Automatic processing system –

background processes, allowing 

large data processing

Kahneman (2011) 



Our cognitive biases



Read through the sample of cognitive biases on the sheet.

Discuss, in small groups, examples of times when you have seen 

any of these biases (in yourself or others).





A father and his son are in an accident.  Badly 

injured they are rushed to the hospital.  In the 

operating room, the surgeon looks at the boy and 

says, “I can’t operate on this boy, he is my son.”

Who is the surgeon?



Surgeon = male

Automatic mental associations may have caused 

you to think “male” on reading “surgeon”



Stereotyping Antonio Portas



Race Education level

Gender Weight 

Age Religion (or lack of)

Disability Accent 

Marital status Sexuality

and so on….



Some common stereotypes

Old people are forgetful

Women are nurturing

White van drivers are aggressive

Lecturers are geniuses



Why is unconscious bias a problem?



• On average, teachers give boys more time than girls to answer 

questions in class.

• Boys are more likely than girls to raise their hands in class than girls.

• White males tend to get more attention from the teacher than other 

groups.

• When teachers are asked to remember their ‘best’ students, the 

answers are overwhelmingly males.

Sadker & Sadker, 2009

In schools



Language in the classroom

“He writes like a 

typical boy.”

“What a pretty dress 

you’re wearing 

today Sophie.”

“I need two strong 

lads to help me 

carry these books.”

“OK guys, pens 

down.”

“You’re being very 

kind there Emily.”

“Don’t be such a girl 

Josh.”



Unconscious bias – effects in education



Women in STEM Careers

Core STEM careers – 21%

Engineering careers – 8%

Science Professional* – 41%

SET Management – 14%

* Includes Medicine



Labour Workforce Survey

Annual gross pay for full-time employee jobs*

Median Mean
Male £30,567 £37,893
Female £24,833 £29,053

* Office for National Statistics, 2016.



Are gender differences innate?



Researchers analysed over 1400 MRI brain scans 
to look at similarities and differences in 
structure.

“Our results demonstrate that regardless of the 
cause of observed sex/gender differences in 
brain and behaviour (nature or nurture), human 
brains cannot be categorized into two distinct 
classes: male brain/female brain”

Joel et al.,(2015), PNAS, 112 (50) 15468 -15473



Are race differences innate?



Research has repeatedly shown that race is not a scientifically 

valid concept. Across the world, humans share 99.9% of their 

DNA.

The characteristics that have come to define our popular 

understanding of race — hair texture, skin colour, facial 

features — represent only a few of the thousands of traits 

that define us as a species. 

Visible traits tell us something about population histories and 

gene–environment interactions. But we cannot consistently 

divide humans into discrete groups.
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-01968-z

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-01968-z


Planning to address unconscious bias



In 1970 only 5% of musicians performing in the top five orchestras 

in the US were women. Today, women compose more than 35% of 

the most acclaimed orchestras. This did not happen by chance.



Overcoming unconscious bias

“Behavioural scientists for a very long time have 

been trying to understand biases …What we’ve 

found is that biases are very stubborn. They are 

very hard to overcome simply by trying to change 

mindsets…”

Iris Bohnet

Professor of Public Policy, Harvard University



How unconscious bias might affect you 
(as UG students)?

Imposter syndrome



How might bias affect you (as UG students)?

• In how you react to others?

• In how you think about yourself?



Overcoming biases

• Remember you are biased

• Slow down – avoid making key decision when you 

are tired or stressed

• Challenge stereotypes, bias and inequality



What happens next?



Contact: antonio.portas@northumbria.ac.uk
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