
WHAT IGNORING 
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 
CAN COST YOUR BUSINESS



The nature of unconscious bias is that it goes unseen, yet its 
effects can become quite visible and consequential.

Recent news stories have drawn attention to the issue of uncon-
scious bias and how it can affect businesses’ relationships with 
their customers, their employees, the communities in which they 
operate, and the public at large. These stories demonstrate how 
even a single incident that suggests the possibility of unconscious 
bias can bring unfavorable public scrutiny on a business and its 
brand.

One of the cases generating the biggest buzz involved a 
Starbucks location in Philadelphia, where two African-American 
men asked to use the restroom but were told by the manager 
that it was for paying customers only. They sat down at a table 
to wait for a friend, with whom they were planning to discuss a 
business deal. There are different accounts of what happened 
next, but no one disputes that the police arrived minutes later, 
told the men they were trespassing, placed them in handcuffs, 
and escorted them out. (No charges were ever brought.) A patron 
in the coffee shop recorded the incident and posted the video 
online, where it received more than 4 million views in the first 48 
hours. The event was picked up by news outlets online, on TV, 
and in newspapers around the world.

A Cautionary Coffee Shop Tale

Even a single incident that 
suggests the possibility of 
unconscious bias can bring 
unfavorable public scrutiny on a 
business and its brand.
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Many observers expressed outrage, or at least puzzlement, over 
why the manager would perceive these customers as threaten-
ing, given that hanging out at leisure is such a common aspect of 
the Starbucks customer experience. Was the manager exhibiting 
a racially-based unconscious bias?

The incident prompted calls for boycotts, and the company’s 
brand image as an organization – one that extolled the virtues 
of diversity and championed progressive causes – took a hit. 
Starbucks’s response to the incident was swift, with CEO Kevin 
Johnson extending an in-person apology to the two men and 
arranging to close all 8,200 company-owned stores for a day of 
racial bias training – a remedy that  cost the company around  
$7 million in sales.
 
An incident raising the prospect of unconscious bias can put 
any business at risk of trending on social media for the wrong 
reasons. But failing to address the issue can bring on problems 
that go beyond embarrassment. Left ignored and unchecked, 
the kinds of assumptions and stereotypes that constitute uncon-

scious bias can also have a negative impact on hiring decisions, 
internal and customer communications, and company culture.

No business can afford to wait for a public relations crisis 
before tackling the issue of unconscious bias. This playbook 
explains why it’s imperative to face the issue head-on and how to 
implement an education and training program that helps to root 
out bias and build an inclusive corporate culture. 

An unconscious bias, also called hidden bias or implicit bias, is an 
assumption that occurs automatically – hence, without conscious-
ness – that causes a person to make judgments based on stereo-
types rather than logic. Unconscious bias evolved as a human 
trait to enable quick decisions in the face of danger, says Norm 
Ford, Vice President of Operations for Compliance Solutions at 
Skillsoft.

Defining unconscious bias
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As researchers at the University of North Carolina’s Kenan-Flagler 
School of Business pointed out, unconscious biases can be 
triggered by a wide range of factors: skin color, gender, age, dis-
ability, personality type – even where a person attended college.

Unconscious bias is not the same as intentional discrimination  
– after all, it can exist despite an individual’s desire to be free of 
bias – but it can lead to actions with discriminatory impacts.

While the Starbucks case highlights the potential for unconscious 
bias to damage a company’s brand, it also holds other negative 
consequences for the organization. Ignoring unconscious bias 
can impact several key areas: organizational culture, recruitment 
and retention, innovation, financial success, and legal jeopardy. 

Unconscious bias is detrimental to the goal of fostering a 
diverse and inclusive work environment. A manager overlooks 
a female employee for a promotion because he assumes she 
can’t balance the job duties with her family responsibilities. A 
group of co-workers choose after-hours gathering spots that 

The Impact:  
Risks and Missed Opportunities

You lose the chance to build a great company 
culture.
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are inaccessible to an officemate who uses a wheelchair.
 
Unconscious bias also can interfere with good teamwork 
and communication among employees, as well as between 
employees and customers. 

The presence or perception of unconscious bias can affect the 
recruitment and retention of employees. Today’s job candi-
dates, especially millennials, value diverse companies that have 
a culture of equity and fairness. They also rely heavily on friends 
and social media, where even a single incident can give a hiring 
company a reputation for unfairness – even if that claim is un-
warranted.

A classic study of unconscious bias in hiring was published by 
the National Bureau of Economic Research in 2003. Researchers 
compared employer responses to identical resumes assigned 
with either African-American-sounding names, like Lakeisha or 
Jamal, or names that sounded white, like Emily or Greg. Those 
with white-sounding names received 50 percent more callbacks 
for interviews. The risk of passing over quality job candidates 
makes curbing unconscious bias imperative.

“It’s very important, particularly in today’s competitive environ-
ment, that hiring managers and those doing interviews select the 
best possible candidate for their organization,” Ford said. “Ideally, 
it’s a selection made from a purely objective viewpoint.”

A January 2018 study by the Boston Consulting Group found 
evidence that diversity in leadership teams improves both 
business innovation and financial performance. An October 2015 
report in Economic Geography showed how culturally diverse lead-
ership teams correlate to an increased likelihood of new product 
development. The study’s authors referred to this competitive 
edge as a “diversity bonus.”

“One of the key aspects of innovation is that you consider various 
ideas and, through a systematic and unbiased methodology, come 
up with something that is unique and will gain the company a 
competitive advantage,” Ford said.

Unchecked unconscious bias impedes workplace diversity, creating 
a homogeneous echo-chamber of ideas and ways of thinking that 
stifle innovation.

You make it difficult to recruit  
and retain top talent.

You miss out on the "diversity bonus"  
of greater innovation.
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One way unconscious bias can hinder a business’s financial 
success is through the added costs of lower productivity and 
high turnover in a work environment that employees perceive as 
unfair, as a July 2017 study from the Center for Talent Innovation 
revealed. For instance, 31 percent of employees who said they 
perceived workplace bias reported that they planned to leave 
their job within the year, compared to 10 percent who did not 
perceive bias.

A January 2018 study by McKinsey & Company confirms a con-
sistent relationship between diversity and a company’s financial 
performance. Researchers found that companies with high levels 
of gender diversity on their executive teams were 15 percent 
more likely to have above-average profitability than those with 
less gender parity. Companies with the most ethnic and cultural 
diversity were 33 percent more likely to achieve superior profit 
margins.

The perception of bias, intentional or not, can expose organi-
zations to the risk of lawsuits that can prove costly to defend. If 
unconscious bias begins to affect business decisions and oper-
ations, a company may find itself facing charges of intentional 

You increase your potential legal exposure.

You lower your chances of financial success.
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- and illegal - discrimination. A discrimination lawsuit can cripple 
a business. Federal compensatory and punitive damages alone 
can reach as high as $300,000 per case, according to guidelines, 
depending on the size of the employer’s workforce. Those costs 
do not include state penalties.

With so many potential risks, it’s clear that ignoring unconscious 
bias is not an option for any business. This hidden threat can 
lead to a toxic company culture, loss of talented workers, lack of 
innovation, lower financial performance, and greater threat of 
litigation.

1. Expose the issue to light.
Create programs to increase awareness of unconscious bias, 
so that CEOs, HR managers, and other employees can under-
stand the problem better and work to combat it. A corporate 
training program focused on raising awareness about the hidden 
influence of stereotypes – and the value of diversity and inclusion 
– can go a long way in reducing the negative impact of uncon-
scious bias.

2. Focus on providing relevant, effective training.
If you want your employees to view unconscious bias training as 
more than just another mandatory chore, make sure they see 

how it can enhance their professional and personal development, 
as well as improve their work relationships. A successful training 
program will follow these guidelines:

Don’t just tell. Show. As Ford explains, the course content 
should include relatable and engaging examples. It also should 
provide an emotional connection for the learner and incorporate 
a feedback mechanism to track its effectiveness.

“It’s important that training talks about what unconscious bias is, 
provides scenario-based examples, and provides an evaluation 
tool – not for determining whether the learner is biased, but for 
covering the information delivered in the course,” Ford says.

Measure and track progress. It is key to have a training solution 
that makes it easy to track employees’ participation in the 
program and their progress in meeting learning goals. Being able 
to analyze the data you compile to make improvements is also 
important.

Integrate unconscious bias training into a comprehensive 
D&I strategy. Addressing unconscious bias and promoting 
diversity and inclusion (D&I) are inseparable goals for a company 
that wants to create a welcoming workplace. Look for a training 
solution that offers a seamless connection between the two.  

How to Confront Unconscious Bias
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As challenging as it may be, confronting unconscious bias can be 
a learning experience that yields great rewards.

“The benefit of unconscious bias training is that it improves the 
culture of the organization, and it helps organizations and individ-
uals communicate more effectively,” Ford says. “That in itself can 
improve the bottom line.”

continue to case study... 
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Mark Monaghan, Vice President of Global Learning, iQor, 
was in charge of rolling out his company’s unconscious bias 
training program. Based in St. Petersburg, Florida, iQor is an 
international business-processing outsourcer with 45,000 
employees in 17 countries, at more than 60 locations globally. 
Telecommunications companies make up a large portion of 
the company’s clientele, using its call center, collections, and 
product servicing capabilities.

Monaghan was wary of some of the unconscious bias 
training formats he’d heard about that used a face-to-face 
approach, because participants sometimes perceived them as 
confrontational. He sought a solution that would allow learners 
to see their own potential biases without feeling embarrassed 
or defensive.

He chose an online course from Skillsoft, a long-term partner 
with iQor that also supplies a D&I course mandated for all iQor’s 
exempt employees worldwide. One advantage of eLearning is 
that it allows learners to go through the exercises at their own 
pace, at their own convenience – and in private. That privacy 
can help ease the kind of resistance some employees might 
have to dealing with such a sensitive subject matter in front 
of colleagues and instructors. “It’s really just you and your 
computer, so you’re not being put on the spot,” Monaghan says.

Case Study: iQor
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1. Apologize immediately and directly to the victim(s).  
Listen to their concerns. Do this before you address any PR 
issues or move to implement a training program. 

2. Be transparent in your response, inviting ideas from your 
employees and the community in finding a solution. 

3. Choose a solution that works – not one that just looks 
good. Don’t simply focus on mitigating the immediate PR fallout 
at the cost of effecting real, lasting change. 

4. Put an enduring solution in place. Unconscious bias is per-
sistent – so your solution must be persistent, too. Ensure that 
your efforts have a lasting impact by implementing an ongoing 
training program. 

5. Share your solution. Make clear and public the steps your 
organization is taking to address the incident.

5 Steps to Respond to an
Incident of Unconscious Bias
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Skillsoft Compliance Solutions provides risk mitigation and safety 
training for a wide range of customers, including global enterprises, 
government and educational institutions, and small and mid-sized 
businesses. Today, we serve over 1,800 organizations worldwide, of 
which many are leading Fortune 500 companies. Our compliance 
courseware and videos have been developed in partnership with  
industry-leading compliance experts to ensure customers receive  
up-to-date, relevant, and reliable content. 

With over 500 risk topics in 32 languages, Skillsoft provides one of 
the largest selections of compliance training, to ensure organizations 
effectively meet regulatory requirements and mitigate risks—all while 
building awareness and developing a strong culture of compliance. 
We help businesses protect themselves and their employees through 
a comprehensive suite of training services and compliance-based 
learning solutions.

Are you ready to implement 
unconscious bias training 
in your business? 

LEARN MORE

https://www.skillsoft.com/content-solutions/compliance/legal-and-ethics-compliance/

