BIAS INTERRUPTERS FOR MANAGERS

Tools for Meetings
THE CHALLENGE
Having expertise increases men’s influence—but decreases women’s. This is just one way subtle biases
play out in meetings.
If companies don’t interrupt bias playing out in meetings, they may lose the talent and insight they pay
for—or even encounter safety risks. We heard from one scientist in a workplace that handled dangerous
materials that she was sharply criticized as aggressive when she brought up a flaw in a male colleague’s
analysis. After that, she took to “bringing in baked goods and being agreeable.”

THE SOLUTION
Identify the Source of Bias
In your next meeting consider the following:
•

Floor Time: Who mostly speaks at meetings? Is it representative of who attends?

•

Interruptions: Is there a culture of interrupting in your meetings? If so, is there a demographic
pattern in who does the interrupting and who gets interrupted?

•

Stolen Idea: Research shows that women and people of color report that others get credit for
ideas they originally offered much more than white men do. Keep track of who gets credit for
ideas offered and who originated them.

•

Attendees: Are the right people getting invited? Be sure everyone who has a part to play is at the
meeting.

•

Ideas: Whose contributions get lauded or implemented?

•

Office housework: Track who takes the notes, who keeps the minutes, who gets coffee, and other
office housework tasks.

•

Meeting scheduling: Are meetings scheduled at times or at locations that make it difficult or
impossible for parents and caregivers to attend?

Implement Bias Interrupters
Because every organization is different, not all interrupters will be relevant. Consider this a menu. To
better understand the research and rationale behind the suggested bias interrupters, read our Identifying
Bias in Meetings Guide which summarizes numerous studies and encourage other team members to
read it too.
•

Rotate office housework tasks. Women are more likely to be asked to do the “office housework”
tasks for meetings: taking notes, scheduling the conference rooms, ordering lunch/snacks,
cleaning up afterwards. If admins are available to do these tasks, use them. If not, don’t ask for
volunteers. Instead, figure out a fair way to spread the housework tasks evenly by rotating based
on arbitrary criteria (birthday, astrological sign, seniority, etc.). For more bias interrupters about
office housework, see Bias Interrupters for Managers: Tools for Assignments.
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•

Mind the “ stolen idea.” Make sure people get credit for ideas they offered. When you see ideas
get stolen, you can say: “Great point, Eric, I’ve been thinking about that ever since Pam first said it.
Pam, what’s the next step?”

•

Don’t give interrupters free reign. If a few people are dominating the conversation, address it
directly. Take them aside and explain that your workplace employs a broad range of people
because you need to hear a broad range of viewpoints. Some may not even realize they’re
frequent interrupters. Create and enforce an overall policy for interruptions. One option is a nointerruptions policy, where you make it clear that interruptions are not to be tolerated, and ding
people when they interrupt. A gentler policy is to keep track of who is continually interrupting and
getting interrupted, and talk about the problem.

•

Schedule meetings appropriately. Schedule meetings in the office, not at the golf course. For an
off-site, schedule lunch or afternoon coffee. Overall, stick to working hours and professional
locations for work meetings.

•

Make a seat for everyone at the table. When there is an inner- and outer-circle of chairs it can
create hierarchy. Pay attention: do all the men sit in the inner circle and the women sit in the outer
circle, or is race playing a role? If this happens routinely, have everyone trade places with the
person in front of them, or better yet, rearrange chairs so there is only one circle.

•

Signal everyone’s role. Let your team know what everyone in the meeting brings to the table.
“Monique has five years of event planning experience and I’m excited to have her on this project,”
or “Sam managed a similar portfolio last spring and we’d like him to run point with the client.”
When people know the reason behind everyone’s inclusion on the project, and their role, it’s much
easier to have productive and inclusive conversations about the tasks at hand — people are more
likely to listen to their ideas and respect their air-time. If you’re not sure everyone with influence
understands why you’ve tapped someone into a meeting, be sure to mention it explicitly
beforehand.

•

Establish ground rules for diverse groups. When meetings are diverse, people may fail to speak
up for fear of not being politically correct. To combat this, simply state at the beginning of the
meeting that because people can sometimes get offended, everyone should try their best to
speak in a way that’s “politically correct” (aka respectful). Research shows that this simple
statement can decrease uncertainty and increase creativity from participants.

•

Ask people to speak-up and encourage risk takers. Women and people of color often face
social pressure to speak in a tentative, deferential manner and decades of research have shown
that women face social pressures to hedge and use softeners. Additionally, both women and
people of color may face double-standards for speaking in a direct and assertive manner. If
someone isn’t speaking up, ask them to weigh in. “Reagan, you have experience here, what are we
missing?” This strategy can also help first-generation professionals and introverts feel included.
It’s also tough to speak up against a majority opinion — especially for someone who’s not in the
majority group. Research shows that people are more likely to voice minority opinions when at
least one other person expresses a minority opinion — even if the minority opinions don’t agree
with each other. Some ways to make it easier to voice minority opinions:
o

State explicitly at the beginning of meetings that you want to hear devil’s advocate ideas.

o

Support people who diverge from the majority. If someone starts to voice an opinion and
senses that nobody wants to hear it, they will likely pipe down. If you see this happening,
say “Let’s hear this idea out.”
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The four patterns below describe tendencies not absolutes. Here’s what to watch out for:
Prove-It-Again! (“PIA”) — Groups stereotyped as less competent often have to prove themselves over and over.
“PIA groups” include women, people of color, individuals with disabilities, older employees, the LGBTQ+ community
and first-generation professionals. Extensive research documents that such PIA groups have to be more competent
in order to be viewed as equally competent to their peers.
1. The Stolen Idea. Ideas offered by PIA groups are likely to be overlooked or credited to others.
2. PIA groups get horns; others a halo. Horns = one weakness generalized into an overall negative rating. Halo
= one strength generalized into a global positive rating. In addition, mistakes by one PIA group member may
reinforce negative group stereotypes.
3. Check the stereotype . Stereotypes can drive perception about who’s contributing and how. We heard from
one African-American woman who was told “you dominated that discussion” after barely speaking in a
meeting.

Tightrope — A narrower range of workplace behavior often is accepted from women and people of color. Firstgeneration professionals and modest or introverted men can face Tightrope problems, too.
1. Direct and assertive—or angry and abrasive? Behavior praised in white men – being direct, competitive,
and assertive, may be seen as inappropriate in others, and seen as “tactless,” “selfish,” “difficult” and
“abrasive.” Anger that’s accepted from majority men may be seen as out of line or even threatening in women
or people of color.
2. Dutiful daughter or office mom? Women are often pushed into one of two roles: the “dutiful daughter” who
aligns with a powerful man, but doesn’t get to challenge his perspective, or the “office mom” who ends up
carrying the emotional labor of the organization rather than pursuing career-enhancing assignments.
3. Leader or worker bee? Women and people of color face pressure to be “worker bees” who work hard and
are undemanding… but if they comply, they lack
“leadership potential.”
Common Office Housework Tasks in Meetings
4. Is she an expert, or just bossy? Men with expertise are
typically listened to more, while women with expertise are
listened to less.
5. Office housework vs glamour work. Women and people
of color report less access to career-enhancing
opportunities (“glamour work”) and women of all races
report more “office housework”—planning parties and
cleaning up; taking notes and arranging meeting times;
picking up the printing or pouring coffee during meetings.
6. Modesty mandate. Some groups are brought up with a
modesty mandate. Women, people of Asian descent,
immigrants and first-generation professionals may be
expected to be mild-mannered team players. Those who
are “helpful” are coded as lacking ambition.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Scheduling the meeting.
Booking the space.
Putting together the agenda.
Ordering refreshments or other supplies
ahead of time.
Making sure everyone shows up.
Getting the conference line to work.
Setting up the space – food, drinks,
paperwork, projectors, chairs, tables, etc.
Taking notes.
Picking up printing – especially in the
middle of the meeting.
Cleaning up the space afterwards.
Sending out follow-up e-mails.
Collecting feedback for the next meeting.

Identifying Bias in Meetings Guide
7. Racial stereotypes. People of Asian descent are often stereotyped as passive and lacking in social skills; Black
people as angry or too aggressive; Latinx people as hotheaded or emotional.

The Parental Wall can affect parents of all genders—as well as employees without children.
1. What time and place are meetings held? Stick to working hours and professional locations for work meetings.
Not at the golf course on a weekend.
2. “ Pregnancy brain.” Mothers are stereotyped as less competent and committed, are held to higher performance
and punctuality standards—and are half as likely to be promoted as identical candidates without children.
3. “ No life.” Employees without children may face the assumption that they can always pick up the slack because
they have “no life.” Everyone has a life.

Tug of War — Sometimes bias creates conflict within underrepresented groups. This can further undercut group
dynamics in meetings.
1. Tokenism. If people feel there’s only one slot per group for a prized position, group members may be pitted
against each other to get it.
2. Strategic distancing and the loyalty tax . People from underrepresented groups may feel that, to get ahead,
they need to distance themselves from others of their group, or align with the majority against their own group.
3. Passthroughs. PIA: People from underrepresented groups may hold members of their own groups to higher
standards because “That’s what it takes to succeed here.” Tightrope: Women may fault each other for being too
masculine—or too feminine. People of color may fault each other for being “too white”—or not “white” enough.
Parental wall: Parents may fault each other for handling parenthood the wrong way—for taking too much time
off or too little.

Nine Powerful Bias Interrupters
1. Acknowledge who originated the idea when you build on it.
2. Ask people to speak if you aren’t hearing their voices.
3. If you see some groups getting persistently excluded from meetings off-site – mix it up.
4. Make sure parents are not being left out due to meeting times.
5. Pay attention to who is doing the office housework.
6. Make an effort to listen to ideas outside the majority consensus.
7. Ensure all seats are in one circle or rotate seats.
8. Be sure everyone involved is invited to the meeting.
9. Circulate the agenda in advance and offer an opportunity to give comments after the meeting
is over. (This helps introverts and modesty-mandate groups.)
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Survey

Instructions:
Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each of the following statements
using the scale presented for each question.

Indicate the extent to which you agree/disagree.

1

2

Strongly
Disagree

1.

I am interrupted at meetings more than my colleagues.

2.

In meetings, other people get credit for ideas I originally offered.

3.

My suggestions or ideas are respected as much as my colleagues’.

4.

People expect me to be passive and quiet.

5.

I get pushback when I behave assertively in meetings.

6.

I am frequently left out of meetings I should be invited to.

7.

Meetings often take place at locations or during times I cannot attend.

8.

Compared to others, I am often asked to break away from the focus of the meeting to
handle support or technical tasks. (Ex. Picking up printing or refilling coffee.)

9.

My ideas are often welcomed and implemented.

Disagree

3

4

Somewhat

Somewhat

Disagree

Agree

10. I am usually the one arranging meetings, taking notes, and e-mailing colleagues
reminders. Skip this question if these duties are part of your job description.
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How Do I Use This Survey?
1. Circulate this short survey to your team or use it as a self-diagnostic.
2. For Self-Evaluations: Average your responses – the higher your score, the more bias you’re facing. Go back and visit
the questions where you cited the most bias. Can you think of specific ways this plays out in your work environment?
What tips from our toolkit address your challenges? Don’t forget to reverse-code questions 3 and 9 when you’re
calculating, meaning that lower scores indicate more bias. 1=6, 2=5, etc.
For Group Evaluations: Average the responses of each participant and analyze the results for demographic
differences: do certain groups of people feel that meetings are fair while other groups disagree? This may be an
indicator of bias playing out in your meetings. Be sure to look at each question’s average too. Is there a category
that shows higher bias than others? Start there. Don’t forget to reverse-code questions 3 and 9 when you’re
calculating, meaning that lower scores indicate more bias. 1=6, 2=5, etc.
3. Help us improve this tool: e-mail us at feedback@biasinterrupters.org
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