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KEY POINTS

Great workplaces harness all the talent in today’s workforce.
By creating a level playing field, the talents and contribution of more people can be leveraged and 
recognized. This leads to more effective workplaces.

Stereotypes act as cognitive shortcuts when processing information. 
It’s natural to look for shortcuts with so much information to process every day. Gender stereotypes act 
as one of these shortcuts. Relying on stereotypes as a shortcut is what unconsciously leads to errors in 
decision making, or bias. Gender stereotypes are what we believe we know about women and men.  

Bias leads to errors in decision making. 
If bias goes unchecked, you may wind up recognizing, hiring, or listening to people based on 
stereotypes, not actual talent. Both women and men are prone to bias.

Bias can create a higher bar for women. 
Gender stereotypes create bias in these ways:

•	 Create a harsher standard for women. Stereotypes lead us to believe that men are slightly 
better — or sometimes significantly better — at certain tasks. Since we expect women 
to perform worse, when they actually perform well, we more carefully scrutinize their 
performance.  As a result, we tend to need to see women performing at a higher level to prove 
their competence.

•	 Shift the criteria used to evaluate candidates in order to justify a more stereotypical decision. 
Criteria not clearly defined and agreed to in advance will unconsciously shift to match our 
stereotypes.

•	 Create a backlash for women who do not meet our stereotypical expectations. As women 
become more successful in a male domain like leadership, they are often disliked, even if they 
are seen as competent. This can lead to women not being given the same opportunities as men.
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Six solutions to reduce bias.

Solutions that address the tendency to rely on shortcuts will reduce, or 
even eliminate, bias. 

1.	 Educate yourself, and decision makers, on bias. Just raising awareness can reduce 
reliance on stereotypes. 

2.	 Establish clear criteria in advance of making decisions.  

3.	 Scrutinize the criteria being used. Is it the right criteria for the decision? Or, does it 
unintentionally screen out certain kinds of good candidates or outcomes?  

4.	 Hold decision makers accountable for their decisions. Hold yourself accountable. 
Explain decisions to others.  

5.	 Be transparent in progress toward goals. Post numbers and keep track of progress. 

6.	 Vouch for the competence of all women, especially women leaders, in your 
organizations. Talk about her accomplishments, skills, and contributions. Notice if you 
introduce her as warm, hard-working, or helpful whereas you may introduce her male 
counterpart as brilliant, essential or highly skilled.
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Personal Inventory  

First 5 minutes:  Fill out this inventory.

Using stereotypes as cognitive short-cuts in processing information leads to bias, which introduces errors in decision making. 
Think of a time when this happened.

  For example, you were introduced, and you could tell that you were not the person they expected. If an example is not coming 
to mind, think of a time when you were surprised by the way someone looked, talked or acted  — when that person did not fit your 
stereotype.

   Share with your Circle.    2 minutes each. 20 minutes total. Share one.

1.	 How do you see bias in your organization? 
2.	 How do you see bias affect your own decision making? 
3.	 Share one example in the past month when you were surprised by the way someone looked, talked, or acted. What hap-

pened?

Take note of the error made. They (you) assumed    but really                                        .
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Practicing Skills  

This has two parts, so make sure you stick to the time 
allotted so everyone gets a turn.

First 6 minutes:  

Break into pairs. Share with your partner a time in the next 
week when you will be introduced to other employees, 
company leaders, or vendors. Craft an introduction that 
vouches for your competence.

•	 What’s your goal for the introduction? How do you want 
to be seen?

•	 How are you typically introduced? Do co-workers 
currently introduce you in a way that contributes to 
your goal? 

•	 What words or phrases could be used to represent your 
accomplishments, skills, role, and contributions?

•	 How would it make you feel in a meeting if you were 
introduced to highlight your expertise?

•	 How would people view you differently?

•	 Practice your introduction with your partner.

After 6 minutes: Switch and let your partner share.

   Share with your Circle. 1 minute each. 10 minutes total. Share one. 

1.	 How are you normally introduced?
2.	 How would you be introduced in a way that vouches for 

your competence?
3.	 How does each type of introduction make you feel?

This concludes the meeting.

NOTES



© Stanford University   /   5C R E AT I N G  A  L E V E L  P L AY I N G  F I E L D

One Action  

In the next week, vouch for the competence of a woman in your organization.

Bonus Action: Find a trusted colleague at work. Share your findings of how you are introduced and how vouching for your 
competence changes your introduction. Ask that colleague to introduce you using the new introduction. Agree to do the same for 
your colleague.  

Share with your Circle your One Action in your next meeting.

NOTES
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Bringing It Home  

Take note of the decisions, on a daily or weekly basis, that involve judging others — from the quality of someone’s work, how you 
judge their intelligence, or whether you even pay attention to them.

   Examples can range from hiring decisions to deciding how quickly you help a customer in line. 

Examine solutions to eliminate the use of cognitive short cuts. Choose one of the solutions to work on. What can you do 
differently at work? 

Educate

Establish clear 
criteria

Scrutinize the 
criteria

Hold decision 
makers accountable

Be transparent 
about progress

Vouch for the 
competence of 
women


