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In this article Karen Frost and Sonia Belfield come 

together to explore their understanding about 

unconscious bias, what it is, how it affects leaders, 

what you can do to counteract it and how to manage 

it in multi-cultural teams. 

To begin with we think we need to explain what it is 

and why it is important for us as leaders to be aware 

of our own unconscious bias. At its most basic, it’s 

the decisions that we make every day on an 

unconscious basis when it comes to what we think 

about others. We all hold natural biases, it’s a part of 

human nature and in the workplace, and this means 

that we can sometimes behave towards a person in a 

certain way that is based on that bias. 

These are our natural people preferences and they 

are hard-wired into our brains on a neurological 

level. It can be best described as each of us 

categorising people we meet then routinely and 

automatically sorting them into groups. This often 

overrides rational and logical thinking and it’s not 

something that we can typically help. Whilst most of 

us would hate to think that we’re basing our 

decisions about people on stereotypes, we actually 

do so purely on instinct. 

These are also exaggerated when we’re stressed, 

angry or frustrated and these are the danger 

points when it comes to the workplace. 

Naturally, not many people like to admit to being 

biased against someone due to disability, gender, 

nationality and or age. However, research shows us 

that it is what all of us do to a greater or lesser 

extent. 

Clearly as leaders it is not helpful if we do too much 

of this sorting into groups. In a world where strong 

leadership shows very little bias, especially to 

different national cultures and behaviours, it is 

important that we self-reflect on our own biases, 
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Unconscious Bias and         
Business Impact 

“We all hold natural biases, it’s a part 
of human nature and in the          

workplace, and this means that we 
can sometimes behave towards a   

person in a certain way that is based 
on that bias.” 

http://www.valuesbasedleadership.co.uk


question them and address them. For us the best 

way to do this is to develop self-awareness. 

None of us had much influence around where and 

how we were raised, but as intelligent, thoughtful 

adults we do have the opportunity to rewire some of 

the natural biases we collected in our formative 

years. 

Self-awareness comes from a desire to continually 

grow and develop. If as leaders we stop doing this, 

then as the world changes, perceptions and ways of 

doing things change constantly and we can get left 

behind in our own worlds of unconscious bias. The 

reason we believe this is critical for leaders is 

because if we have too much unconscious bias we 

will find it difficult to build rapport with the 

diversity of people we find in our workplaces. 

Limiting the opportunity to build rapport will result 

in us being unable to build trusting relationships 

and people simply don’t follow leaders they don’t 

trust. 

Rapport at an individual level is all about seeking to 

find the common ground between two people. So if 

you are ‘sticking your foot’ in it and challenging 

another person’s personal values or strongly held 

beliefs, then you are not going to build rapport with 

them. In the workplace we do have the advantage 

that we work for the same organisation and so the 

values and culture of our business can start the  

rapport build. Likewise, if we are both in the same 

field of expertise such as in Production, HR or 

Finance then again this builds rapport naturally. 

After that then we are on our own with our own set 

of values and our biases that go with them. 

This is potentially even more critical to reflect on 

if we are leaders in multi-cultural organisations. 

It may be that we have been attracted to the 

diversity of such an organisation and this is great 

because we are thriving in an environment where 

we enjoy the complexity of different cultures. But 

what if we find ourselves in a widely diverse 

organisation as a result of acquisition or merger? 

and we have to make significant adjustments to our 

behaviour so as not to ‘stick our foot’ in it! What can 

we do? From Sonia’s perspective a series of events 

in her life that go back more than eight years started 

her development of self-awareness and her 

consideration of her potential biases. She built on 

these life-changing events with learning and by 

reading books that enabled her to question herself 

and reflect on her leadership style. Sonia talked to 

me in particular about two books that significantly 

challenged her thinking – ‘The Dalai Lama’s Cat’ and 

‘One Day the Shadow Passed’ – both well worthy of a 

read on the road to increased self-awareness. Sonia 

also talked to me about her on-going ability to self-

evaluate and to learn the art of compromise. She 

used her natural intuition and her desire to seek 

first to understand to be able to lead and manage 

diverse teams successfully. 

I agree with Sonia’s thought processes and 

approaches. A combination of self-reflection and a 

desire to learn have complemented my intuition to 

really help me in the work I do as a leadership 

consultant and executive coach. Starting with self 

and understanding self first and foremost before 

you can understand others is a good mantra to have 

on the road to being aware of your natural biases.  

Moving those unconscious biases from the 

unconscious to the more conscious so that you can 

manage them is an on-going and never-ending 

commitment. Then it is about learning 

from your mistakes and challenging 

yourself around the mental groupings 

you have created for yourself. I 

remember many years ago 

needing a carpet fitter for the 

new house I had just moved in to. 

Across the road from my new 

home was a carpet fitters van 

parked outside another new 

house with the front door wide 

open. Clearly someone was 

having their carpets fitted before 

they moved in! I wandered across 

to the house and asked the woman who was stood at 

the top of the stairs all kitted out in knee pads and 

holding fitting equipment if I could speak to the 

carpet fitter. She looked at me for a moment and then 

said she was the person I was looking for! In my mind 

I clearly only had men in the group labelled carpet 

fitters! I apologised and employed her immediately.  

“Starting with self and understanding 
self first and foremost before you can 

understand others is a good mantra to 
have on the road to being aware of your     

natural  biases. Moving those                
unconscious biases from the                  

unconscious to the more conscious so 
that you can manage them is an                

on-going and never-ending                      
commitment.” 

Karen Frost 



Apology and then learning from the mistake seems 

to be the most honest and best option. 

Through our conversations Sonia and I learnt that 

besides apology, humour is another way to deal 

with our unconscious bias.  The British are 

renowned for their ‘dry’ or even ‘ironic’ sense of 

humour.  

But humour is not typically something that you 

would associate the Germans with, however, Sonia 

talks about a German colleague who often uses the 

phrase ‘war room’.  

If any other non-German colleague used this phrase 

they would be ‘putting their foot’ in it, but when a 

German uses such a phrase they are doing so in a 

purposeful way and it brings humour to the piece. 

In a multi-cultural setting being aware of the 

typically held beliefs about national traits and 

reflecting them in a way that takes the ‘mickey’ out 

of ourselves is an excellent way to recognise that we 

all have biases. 

We need to respect that and move on. It helps us 

build rapport. 

The challenge comes when people don’t respect the 

differences, are not prepared to flex or learn and 

ridicule others for their nationality or gender. They 

have no motivation for changing and they become 

critical of the situation they find themselves in. They 

often don’t care if they ‘stick their foot’ in it. In this 

situation the person needs to experience the 

environment they find themselves in as much as 

possible. They need feedback on their unconscious 

biases to raise their awareness and, if possible 

should receive specific coaching to help them. 

I was asked to coach the Indian Country Manager of 

an American owned company a few years ago. The 

manager had received feedback that when they 

spoke at Board meetings in the US and went out to 

dinner after work with American colleagues they 

were saying inappropriate and 

sometimes offensive things. They were 

completely unaware of this 

and didn’t realise that their 

behaviours; all typical Indian 

cultural ways, was having 

such a negative effect.. .. 

My job was to raise their 

awareness of their own 

cultural biases and then 

compare them with those of 

the US. We had some 

fascinating conversations 

around American norms, 

stark realisations on past 

behaviour and a clear set of actions for the next 

board meeting. The feedback on the coaching was 

very good and the manager has gone on to explore 

in more depth their own biases and the ways of 

Americans. My observations as a coach of people 

from many different cultures is that when they get 

going with the cross-cultural coaching people get 

fascinated by the differences and the complexities. 

So the advice Sonia and I would give leaders is, be    

self-aware and learn what your biases are. Work 

with the situation you find yourself in, don’t fight it. 

Continue to learn about the other gender and 

different nationalities. Mediate, compromise, adapt 

to the environment you find yourself in and have 

fun doing it.  

By Karen Frost 

Director of Coaching Values Based            

Leadership 

and Sonia Belfield 

Sonia began her career as a trainee manager with a 

well known food retailer before progressing through 

the operational route to pursue her career in HR. 

Sonia completed her CIPD studies before completing 

an MSc in Occupational Psychology (Psychology of 

work) via distance learning. Sonia’s aim as a leader 

is to ensure that she grows people to achieve their 

best. On a personal level Sonia is a keen and competi-

tive horse woman. 

Sonia Belfield 
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HOW TO BE     

TRUSTWORTHY 
By David Webster 

It was 12 noon on the first morning of our two days 

together. My colleague and I invited the Executive 

Team to consider the qualities and  behaviours that 

would help their conversations be successful in 

their work together. The stakes were high – com-

plex expectations from multiple stakeholders, and 

tough delivery targets. 

In this workshop, there was an    

opportunity to ‘clear the decks’ 

and refocus. Here, they could 

‘slow down to speed up’. 

Running somewhat against ac-

cepted development wisdom, we 

had waited until later in the first 

morning to hold this conversa-

tion. 

Waiting helps the team start to understand the rules 

they need. Our experience is that even in the first 

two hours, they will have become much more aware 

of what they need from each other to feel sufficient-

ly safe in order to talk and progress. So as with oth-

ers teams before, instead of ‘going through the mo-

tions’ the conversation moved to trust – what it 

meant to them, how you build it, whether it was 

present in their team. They were striking at the nub 

of what often causes teams to flounder – a lack of 

trust. 

So what is trust? How can one be trustworthy in a 

leadership team? 

Although studied quite a bit by academics, the liter-

ature can appear fractured on what trust is, how it 

can be built and how it can contribute to sustainable 

performance. Yet there are common threads that 

are useful to us, and some clear messages on how to 

be trustworthy as a member of a team. 

What is trust? 

I would define trust as a belief, present in a relation-

ship, that another is: 

Dependable – that they will keep promises 

Competent – that they have the skill and experi-

ence required 

Discrete – that they will not betray confidences 

Caring – that they genuinely care for you and your 

interests 

An example: My recent visit to Accident &  Emer-

gency (A&E) 

I was recently treated by a doctor 

for a broken nose, which I sus-

tained in a Tae Kwon Do   spar-

ring session. Let’s look at the doc-

tor who treated me, and how she 

built trust with me, which ena-

bled her to do her job. 

Dependability: I arrive in A&E 

(or the ER if reading this in the 

US) with the broken nose. I am 

seen by the doctor. The break means that I need 

specialist attention, and the doctor says that she 

will need to check on a consultant’s availability to 

perform a procedure. She returns five minutes later 

with details of where to go and who to ask for. She 

has won on dependability – not only was she a doc-

tor in A&E who could diagnose the      condition, and 

not only did she return, but she came back with spe-

cific instructions as she said she would. 

Competence: The doctor displays medical  compe-

tence: she diagnoses my condition quickly by her-

self and importantly says that she was unable to 

perform the important procedure but that it was 

necessary; she also says ‘you need it done within 

the next few hours’. I do not yet trust her to perform 

quadruple bypass surgery on me, but I absolutely 

trust her judgment on my nose. 

Discretion: As she works, she asks about my family, 

my interest in sparring, about my work as a psy-

chologist and why I like it. In turn, I ask similar 

questions of her. The more I share, the more I feel 

comfortable with her prodding and talking. I share 

because she asks questions in a way that makes me 

feel I have choice in what I share.  

I feel confident that she will not gossip. The initial 

gap between us begins to close and as a result, she 

can work; and I can get my diagnosis. 

Care: By her actions, she shows she genuinely does 

“So as with others teams before,        

instead of ‘going through the           

motions’ the conversation moved to 

trust – what it meant to them, how 

you build it, whether it was present 

in their team.” 



 
 

 

Book Review 
 

 

ARC stands for Authentic, Responsible and    

Courageous and in this book Richard Boston    
explores these three key aspects of leadership in 

a pragmatic and open way. Pragmatic because 
there are lots of ideas for the reader to enable 
them to develop these qualities in themselves 

and incorporate them into 
their daily lives.  

Open because the book is 
non-judgemental of us as 

the reader and takes full 
account of the challenges 

we all have in  being con-
sistent in these three quali-
ties.  

He does this by reflecting 
on his own  experience as well as that of  others 
and the  psychology of  decision making that can 

impact on all of us.  

Richard’s book for me is humble and inspiring 
but also realistic and endearing. I believe that it 

brings something unique and refreshing to our 
understanding of leadership and of ourselves.  

 
By John Frost 

Values Based Leadership 

ARC Leadership  

 By Richard Boston  

By David Webster 

Managing Director Centre for Teams 

www.centreforteams.com 

References and a quote from the journal article: 

Dirks, K.T. (1999) The effects of interpersonal trust on workgroup perfor-

mance. Journal of Applied Psychology. 84. 3. 445-455. “Most operational 

definitions examine trust as a belief about whether a partner is dependa-

ble (e.g., McAllister, 1995), cares for your interests (e.g., Cook & Wall, 

1980), is competent (e.g., Mishra, 1993), and/or will act with integrity 

(e.g., Robinson, 1996)” 

care – beyond just doing her job, and despite the 

pressures in such an environment. 

How might you build trust in a team, therefore? 

From the example above, here are some ideas: 

Dependability 

Describe in a clear way what you will do and when 

you will do it by. 

Be clear about what you will not do – this may be 

more difficult but just as important. 

Be realistic and ensure you can and do deliver – 

this displays beyond doubt that you can be  trust-

ed. 

Competence 

Share the skills and experiences you can bring, 

and be honest about tasks you know or sense are 

beyond you at that time. 

Ask for help if you get stuck, even if you have 

made a commitment to deliver alone. This shows 

you care about the outcome, but also that you can 

be a bit vulnerable; this disclosure encourages 

others to do the same. 

Discretion 

Share a little about yourself that displays what and 

who you care about. 

Think about the purpose you have in your work, 

what is important to you about what you do. This 

uncovers your values and intentions. 

Share with your team members, what you see as 

your role in the team and why it is important to 

you. 

Avoid gossip or being roped into disclosing   infor-

mation shared in confidence. 

Care for your team colleagues 

Proactively offer your support to your        col-

leagues – and not just when you need   something 

directly in return. This carries with it an intrinsic 

reward – it will make you feel better and others 

will appreciate it.  

 

A final word 

Trust is something that is built over time, so  pa-

tience is required if you are really keen on build-

ing lasting trust. Take the care that is  needed and 

your team will flourish. 

“Think about the purpose you have in 

your work, what is important to you 

about what you do. This uncovers 

your values and intentions.” 



To perform as leaders, we need to fuel our bodies 

and our minds. We all know this. The challenges 

that work schedules and eating away from home 

can give us though, are obstacles we need to over-

come if we’re going to be the best we can at work 

and away from work. 

My clients often tell me they find it hard to choose 

healthy food, to find healthy food or to know what 

healthy food is. The fact that they’re telling me 

means that they want to do something about it, or 

it’s got to the point where they need to do some-

thing for their immediate or longer term health.  

My role is to help coach them to understand their 

personal needs and to educate them about the best 

solutions. 

The implications of not feeding ourselves well can 

be the short term effects of lack of concentration, 

low energy, lack of stress resilience, or the longer 

term effects of digestive issues, weight gain, or 

more  serious health issues like heart problems and      

diabetes. 

You also need to consider that as a leader you’re a  

role model for your teams and colleagues. They’ll 

see what you eat and the choices you make in the  

canteen and in meetings; as well as experience the 

decisions you make. All of us are aware of the  

growing media focus on nutrition and             self-

responsibility. By being educated in this area you 

become more in control of your own health and  

performance. You become able to show an educated 

response to your own health and to those around 

you. 

In this next section I describe some simple      strat-

egies that you can follow:  

Follow this basic strategy when you’re creating 

a meal in the canteen, at home or away from 

home. 

1) What protein am I going to eat? Chicken,    meat, 

fish, eggs, dairy, nuts or pulses. 

2) What vegetables/salad am I going to add? 

3) What carbohydrates am I adding? Vegetables, 

potatoes, bread, crackers or oatcakes. 

Follow this balanced plate principle to maintain 

or manage weight: 

·  ¼ plate protein.  E.g. 2 eggs, chicken breast   or 

fish size of your palm 

·   ¼ plate carbohydrate E.g. Fistful of cooked   

 wholemeal rice (more if you exercise), slice of 

bread 

·    ½ plate vegetables E.g. Salad, tomatoes,    

 mushroom, asparagus (Starches are in the  carbo-

hydrate section E.g. Potatoes). 

Fine Tune for your Specific Needs: 

Lack of Concentration: This suggests that your 

brain hasn’t got enough fuel, you can have a quick 

chocolate bar or coffee but this can lead to sugar 

highs and lows, stress the body and cause weight 

gain. Instead have a piece of fibrous fruit, that 

means an apple or an orange, or if it’s a sweeter 

fruit like a banana you should also have some nuts.   

Healthy Leaders: Eating for 
Performance  

“The implications of not feeding ourselves 

well can be the short term effects of lack of 

concentration, low energy, lack of stress  

resilience, or the longer term effects of     

digestive issues, weight gain, or more       

serious health issues like heart problems 

and diabetes.”  

Lack of Concentration: This suggests 
that your brain hasn’t got enough 

fuel, you can have a quick chocolate 
bar or coffee but this can lead to    

sugar highs and lows, stress the body 
and cause weight gain. Instead have a 

piece of fibrous fruit, that means an 
apple or an orange, or if it’s a sweeter 

fruit like a banana you should also 
have some nuts.   



You will get short term and longer term energy. If 

lack of concentration is a long term issue then 

check that you’ve got a few pieces of oily fish in 

your diet each week (salmon, mackerel etc) and 

that you eat enough carbohydrates.  

Afternoon energy dips: Make sure you have 

some protein with each of your meals; chicken, 

eggs, nuts, dairy, pulses. Avoid getting hungry and 

eat 3 main meals with 2 snacks, no more than 3 

hours between meals. 

Struggling to get up in the 

morning: Eat wholegrains (oats, 

wholemeal rice) while following 

the ‘afternoon energy dips’ tips, 

and eat green leafy vegetables. 

You might need more sleep, or 

you are showings signs of stress 

or life load. Plan in some down-

time; such as massages, yoga or 

meditation. 

Digestive issues: Take time to eat your meal.    Eat-

ing on the go means your body can’t rest and digest 

which is a basic physiological need. Include probi-

otic foods such as natural yoghurt, and  prebiotic 

food such as leeks. Consider whether you react to 

certain foods; a food diary and some   expert help is 

useful. 

Eating away from the office: Always travel with 

food and plan ahead. Take packets of nuts, seeds 

and an apple in your bag. Cook extra food the night 

before and store it in a thermos food flask or pre-

pare a small lunchbox. If you’re going to be eating 

out then check out the shops or the menu before 

and work out what you’ll have. I often spend time 

with my clients looking at menus and helping them 

choose food. 

Commuting: If you’re driving on the motorway or 

by train then schedule in a fuel stop, not for the car 

but for your fuel. Allow time in the journey and 

stretch your legs. 

Of course there are many more scenarios and   per-

sonal needs when it comes to eating out and food; 

we are all in control of what we eat though. Encour-

aging an environment of healthy eating and time to 

eat is, in my opinion, the sign of a leader caring 

about themselves and their teams. Food, eating out 

and social interactions are interlinked in our lives, 

and with your knowledge you have the ability to 

both care and perform. 

About Joanne  

Joanne works with professionals and sports peo-

ple wanting to achieve optimum health and peak 

performance, she is skilled at helping her cli-

ents remove the barriers to performing at their 

highest potential.  

Contact Joanne at Joanne@healthandhart.com 

Her website is www.healthandhart.com 
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Final Thoughts 
 

"The fishermen know that the sea is dangerous and the storm terrible, but they have 
never found these dangers sufficient reasons for remaining ashore."  
Vincent Van Gogh 
 
“The difference between a successful person and others is not a lack of strength, not a 
lack of knowledge, but rather in a lack of will.” 
Vince Lombardi 
 
“The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.” 
Eleanor Roosevelt 
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