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Abstract

For decades, researchers, leaders and policymakers have worked to 
develop and implement interventions to increase the organizational 
representation of historically under-represented and marginalized 
groups, such as women in STEM and Black students attending prestigious 
universities. Despite substantial investments of time and resources, 
progress has stalled — and, worryingly, these efforts are facing growing 
backlash. In this Review, we examine diversity initiatives and policies 
grounded in psychological theory, particularly social cognition and 
person perception. We begin by outlining common organizational 
diversity strategies, identifying their psychological foundations and 
assessing their effectiveness. Although these approaches address 
an essential dimension of under-representation, they have limited 
effectiveness when applied alone because they primarily target individuals 
and intrapersonal processes (for example, stereotypes, prejudice and 
discrimination) while leaving systems that perpetuate inequality 
intact. We then consider adjacent literatures of choice architecture 
and judgement and decision-making, which offer complementary 
tools for advancing diversity by addressing both the systems in which 
people operate and the processes that shape individual behaviour. 
When combined with psychologically informed initiatives, these 
approaches offer a promising and sustainable path towards meaningful 
progress in organizational diversity.
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or targets by reducing biased perceptions and decisions among eval-
uators or by fostering the entry and participation of members of 
under-represented groups, respectively. Note that some theories that 
support perceiver-focused initiatives might also apply to target-focused 
initiatives, and vice versa, and many social-cognitive theories overlap, 
even across the groupings we present. Although multiple psychologi-
cal theories are likely to inform any one diversity initiative, for clarity 
we organize them according to the theory that most centrally informs 
their design.

Perceiver-focused initiatives
Perceiver-focused initiatives (Table 1) often involve diversity training10, 
which varies widely in its format and content. Below, we summarize 
key groups of psychological theories and the specific practices they 
inform, which serve as foundational elements of diversity training.

Understanding bias. Social categorization processes enable humans 
to use mental shortcuts and heuristics that streamline cognitive 
processing in a complex social world11,12. The natural tendency to catego-
rize social information leads to the development of generalized beliefs 
(stereotypes), attitudes (prejudice) and behaviours (discrimination). 
Although prejudice typically refers to negatively valanced attitudes, the 
content of stereotypes can be more nuanced and mixed. According to 
the stereotype content model13–16, stereotypes have two primary dimen-
sions (warmth and competence) that characterize generalized beliefs 
about groups and influence downstream attitudes and behaviours.

Importantly, the concept of implicit social cognition17–20 suggests 
that social-cognitive processes usually operate automatically, outside 
conscious awareness. Research based on large-scale data collection 
through online implicit association tests demonstrates the persis-
tence of implicit attitudes and stereotypes, reflected in automatic 
associations21. For example, there are automatic associations between 
Black people and negative evaluations, and White people and posi-
tive evaluations, as well as automatic associations between men and 
science, and women and the humanities.

The dual-process model of prejudice17,22–24 distinguishes between 
implicit, automatic cognitions and more explicit, controlled beliefs. 
Importantly, according to this model individuals can consciously 
counteract automatic processes by engaging in more deliberative 
and controlled thinking, enabling them to exert more influence over 
their behaviour25,26.

Several diversity initiatives are informed by these theories. 
Implicit bias training educates employees about the nature and ori-
gins of implicit bias, with the goal of raising awareness and making 
this automatic process controllable. Training is usually facilitated by 
an expert who teaches employees to recognize their own biases, often 
by completing and receiving feedback on an implicit association test.

By contrast, stereotype awareness training targets explicit beliefs 
and stereotypes. The goal is again to raise awareness, with the hope 
that recognizing biased beliefs will prompt individuals to consciously 
monitor and suppress stereotypical thinking, thereby reducing its 
influence on behaviour.

In addition to raising awareness, some forms of diversity training 
use various strategies to actively reshape biased beliefs. Common 
approaches involve attempts to weaken stereotypes by exposing indi-
viduals to counter-stereotypical exemplars27–29 or using contradictory 
pairings to weaken implicit associations30,31.

Finally, bias feedback training (commonly used in implicit bias 
or stereotype awareness training) involves providing trainees with 

Introduction
Decades of research across diverse fields including sociology, economics  
and psychology have investigated inequality in organizations and 
labour markets from different theoretical perspectives. One perspec-
tive that has been particularly influential is social cognition (a subfield 
of social psychology), which examines how people process, store and 
apply information about others and social situations to form percep-
tions and judgements, which ultimately influence behaviours and 
decision-making in social contexts1,2. A key theoretical tenet of social 
cognition is that such social-cognitive processes are fundamentally 
framed by social categories, such as race, gender and age3–5. Categoriza-
tion is typically automatic and influences perceptions, attitudes and 
behaviours. Thus, social-cognitive theories provide a foundational 
framework for explaining the lack of diversity in organizations by high-
lighting how workplace decisions and behaviours — especially those 
made during key entry points (such as employee attraction, recruit-
ment and selection) and pathways to advancement (such as training 
and development, promotions, mentorship and sponsorship) — are 
shaped by category-based perceptions and cognitions. Importantly, 
these insights also inform diversity initiatives, that is, policies, inter-
ventions and practices aimed at increasing organizational diversity 
(the representation of individuals from historically under-represented 
or marginalized identity groups across all organizational levels).

Despite the widespread adoption of diversity initiatives grounded 
in these psychological insights, evidence on their effectiveness is 
mixed6–8. These efforts might fall short because psychology-based 
diversity initiatives focus too heavily on individual-level behaviour 
change, reflecting psychology’s emphasis on intrapersonal processes. 
This individual-level focus overlooks the powerful influence of social, 
organizational and systemic factors on behaviour change. By contrast, 
the field of behavioural design, which applies insights from psychology, 
behavioural economics and decision science to influence human behav-
iour, is grounded explicitly in the core tenet that behaviour is shaped 
by the choice environment, and that changing the choice environment 
can influence behaviour without changing the psychology of the indi-
vidual or the content of the choice. Thus, diversity initiatives rooted 
in behavioural design might better reflect how behaviour is shaped in 
organizations than individual-focused solutions alone and might there-
fore be more effective. Underscoring that potential, a large-scale field 
experiment found that behaviourally designed diversity training 
increased hiring of women and non-national applicants9.

In this Review, we present behavioural design as a promising ave-
nue for bridging individual-level and system-level approaches to organ-
izational diversity. We begin by outlining common psychology-based 
diversity initiatives and evaluating their effectiveness in improving 
organizational diversity outcomes. Next, we critically assess this body 
of work and highlight its predominant — and often limiting — focus on 
individual and intrapersonal processes. To address this limitation, we 
propose a behavioural design approach that integrates the systems 
and contexts in which people operate and the individual psychological 
processes that influence behaviour. We review the literature apply-
ing behavioural design to diversity initiatives and their limitations. 
We conclude by summarizing key insights and providing a roadmap 
for future research and practice.

Psychology-based diversity initiatives
In this section we provide an overview of initiatives that leverage 
foundational psychological theories in social cognition to increase 
diversity in organizations. These approaches engage either perceivers 
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personalized feedback about their biases to encourage and motivate 
personal change32–34. When paired with training that raises aware-
ness of bias and strengthens intentions to reduce discrimination, this 
approach can reduce stereotype activation and application35.

Intergroup relations. Intergroup theories examine how individu-
als from different social groups perceive, experience and interact 
with one another, highlighting how intergroup differences shape 
dynamics such as conflict and cooperation36,37. These dynamics are 

driven by social-cognitive processes (including implicit cognition and 
dual-process models of prejudice) that shape how people think, feel 
and behave towards in-groups versus out-groups37–39. Social identity 
theory and self-categorization theory explain intergroup conflict as 
stemming from an ‘us versus them’ mindset40.

Diversity initiatives rooted in theories of intergroup relations 
include perspective-taking exercises, relationship-building and dia-
logue exercises, and cultural competency training. Perspective-taking 
exercises encourage participants to actively consider the mental 

Table 1 | Psychology-based diversity initiatives that target perceivers and evaluators

Psychological 
focus

Key theories Intervention 
type

Description Representative evidence

Understanding bias Implicit social 
cognition17–19

Dual-process 
model of 
prejudice22,23

Stereotype 
content model13

Social 
categorization11,12

Exemplar 
theories of social 
judgement27

Implicit bias 
awareness 
training

Educates employees about 
how biases operate to increase 
awareness and encourage 
self-regulation and/or change of 
biased cognitions (stereotypes), 
attitudes (prejudice) and 
behaviours (discrimination)

A meta-analysis of 208 effect sizes found modest reductions 
in biased beliefs (g = –0.20) compared with a pre-intervention 
baseline, with negligible behaviour change (g = 0.08)108

Stereotype 
awareness 
training

Raises awareness of stereotypes 
to encourage conscious 
monitoring and suppression, 
thereby reducing discrimination

A large field experiment (n = 3,016) in an international organization 
found that diversity training (including stereotype awareness and 
feedback) improved attitudes towards women and increased 
both awareness of gender bias and gender-inclusive behavioural 
intentions (d = 0.13–0.21) compared with a control group who 
received training unrelated to diversity (d = 0.01–0.03), but did 
not lead to lasting behaviour change measured 3–14 weeks later 
(d = 0.01–0.03a)109

Implicit bias/ 
stereotype 
change

Reshapes implicit associations 
or stereotypes using various 
methods including training new 
associations and engaging with 
counter-stereotypical exemplars

An internal meta-analysis (n = 17,000 undergraduates) found that 
evaluative conditioning (d = 0.21) and vivid counter-stereotypes 
(d = 0.49) briefly reduced implicit bias compared with a control 
condition that did not receive any intervention, but did not 
significantly reduce explicit bias (d = 0.04)107 or have lasting effects 
2–4 days later (d = 0.08–0.05)110

Bias feedback 
training

Provides personalized feedback 
about biases to motivate 
behaviour change

A meta-analysis found that bias feedback training improved explicit 
attitudes (d = 0.45), but had smaller and less consistent effects on 
behavioural intentions (d = 0.06), compared with a control group 
who received training unrelated to diversity7; these interventions 
have not been tested in the field

Intergroup relations Intergroup 
relations and 
conflict36,37

Intergroup 
contact11,36,46

Perspective- 
taking exercises

Encourage individuals to take 
the perspective of someone 
from a different group

Meta-analyses suggest that perspective-taking leads to modest 
effects on behavioural change (g = 0.23) and shifts beliefs, attitudes 
or emotions (g = 0.18) compared with a pre-intervention baseline108

Relationship- 
building 
exercises

Facilitate intergroup contact 
between groups by inviting 
employees from various 
backgrounds to engage in 
dialogue

A meta-analysis suggests that imagining an interaction with 
someone of a different race has a small effect on explicit attitudes 
(d = 0.12) across studies (mostly with college students)7

Dialogue interventions modestly reduced prejudice (d = 0.2) 
compared with other interventions, and showed stronger 
behavioural effects 1 day after (d = 0.31) compared with immediately 
after (d = 0.26) the intervention7

Cultural  
competency 
training

Equips employees with skills 
for effective and harmonious 
cross-group interactions

Online cultural competence training increased cultural self-efficacy 
and knowledge (d = 0.12) compared with a control condition that did 
not complete the training; behaviour was not measured129

Self-regulation and 
goal pursuit

Self-efficacy60

Theories 
of planned 
behaviour58

Consistency 
theories33,34

Bystander 
intervention 
training

Teaches employees how to 
intervene when they witness 
bias, discrimination or 
harassment

Workplace bystander intervention training led to small gains in 
bystander efficacy (d = 0.09) and intent to intervene (d = 0.09) 
measured 2 weeks after the intervention compared with a 
pre-intervention baseline, but no lasting changes in attitudes 
1 month later (d = 0.31–0.47, results are non-significant owing to high 
attrition and the small sample size)130

Implementation 
intentions

Encourages employees to 
create ‘if–then’ plans that 
link situational cues (‘if’) with 
goal-directed behaviours (‘then’)

Implementation intentions reduced implicit racial bias (d = 0.38)107 
compared with a control condition that did not receive any 
intervention but did not decrease explicit bias (d = 0.04) or show 
lasting effects 2–4 days later (d = 0.08)110

Effect sizes are presented if reported in the original paper or calculable from the published material. g, Hedges g value; d, Cohen’s d value. aThe effect size was calculated by the authors of the 
current Review.
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states and subjective experiences of individuals from different back-
grounds. For instance, individuals might be asked to put themselves 
in the position of an out-group member by writing a short essay 
from their perspective41–44. Other activities to facilitate perspective-
taking and foster empathy include role-playing, simulations and 
reflective exercises.

Intergroup contact theory suggests that direct contact between 
members of different groups can reduce prejudice and improve inter-
group relations36,45–49. Some diversity training applies this concept by 
facilitating direct contact between groups, inviting employees from 
diverse backgrounds to engage in dialogue or collaborate on tasks 
that require teamwork to achieve shared goals50,51. These exercises 
aim to promote meaningful conversations, build connections and 
foster cooperation.

Finally, cultural competency training is designed to provide 
employees with the skills needed for effective and harmonious 
cross-group interactions. Rather than changing attitudes or increas-
ing motivation to engage in such interactions, this training focuses 
on providing tools for effective communication and collaboration 
across diverse cultures and backgrounds, such as active listening and 
empathy.

Self-regulation and goal pursuit. Another influential group of theo-
ries focuses on intrapersonal processes involved in setting, pursuing 
and achieving goals for social interactions, with broad applications to 
behaviour change and self-regulation in social settings. Goal setting 
theory52–55 suggests that specific, challenging goals increase motivation 
and goal attainment. Building on these insights, the theory of planned 
behaviour56 proposes that behaviour change is more likely when people 
set concrete, specific goals and plan for the contexts in which they will 
activate and engage in these behaviours57–59.

Success in planned behaviour is further supported by self- 
efficacy60–63 (the belief in one’s ability to succeed) and by ensur-
ing that the behaviours align with an individual’s beliefs, values 
and previous actions33,64. Together, these theories suggest that 

individuals with clear intentions and positive attitudes towards diver-
sity can use self-regulation and goal setting to reduce biased decisions 
and behaviours.

Building on these seminal theories, bystander intervention 
workshops and training aim to teach employees how to intervene in 
situations where they witness bias, harassment or discrimination. This 
training often focuses on reducing psychological barriers to interven-
tion and action, and increases self-efficacy to empower observers to 
become active allies.

Implementation intention initiatives build on the theory of 
planned behaviour by encouraging employees to create ‘if–then’ plans 
that link situational cues (‘if’) with goal-directed behaviours (‘then’) to 
increase the likelihood of allyship (for example, ‘if I notice someone 
being ignored in a meeting, I will help amplify their ideas by directing 
attention back to them’) and reduce undesirable behaviour (for exam-
ple, ‘if I hear someone make an inappropriate joke, I will address it by 
calmly stating that such comments are unacceptable’).

Target-focused initiatives
Target-focused initiatives (Table 2) are designed to support current or 
prospective employees from under-represented groups and to increase 
their representation, particularly in roles, occupations or fields where 
they remain marginalized. Here we summarize key groups of psycholog-
ical theories that are commonly used to explain under-representation 
(some of which also inform perceiver-side initiatives), along with the 
diversity initiatives they inform.

Identity threat. Social identities refer to the social categories and 
groups that people belong to and how those identities shape beliefs, 
attitudes and behaviours37,65–67. Employees from under-represented 
or marginalized groups might experience social identity threat — 
a concern or worry that their group identity might be devalued or 
stigmatized within a given context. This threat can lead to avoidance, 
withdrawal and intentions to exit particular fields, organizations 
or roles68–70.

Table 2 | Psychology-based diversity initiatives that target individuals from under-represented and/or marginalized groups

Psychological 
focus

Key theories Intervention type Description Representative evidence

Identity threat Social identity theories37

Identity/role conflict81,83

Stereotype threat and 
social identity threat76

Self-efficacy and 
confidence60

‘Lean in’ training Empowers individuals 
from under-represented 
groups to build confidence, 
improve skills and practice 
counter-stereotypical behaviours

An internal meta-analysis across six experiments showed 
that ‘lean in’ messages increased perceptions of women’s 
empowerment compared with a control condition, but 
also strengthened views that women have caused and 
should fix gender inequality146

Self-affirmation 
intervention

Uses brief self-affirmation 
exercise to boost self-esteem 
and reduce social identity threat

An internal meta-analysis of two field studies showed that 
self-affirmation reduced the gender gap in MBA course 
performance (g = 0.14) compared with a control condition 
(g = 0.54); this effect was mediated by lower self-doubt 
among women in the self-affirmation condition140

Social influence 
and norms

Social learning theory93

Social comparison 
theories95

Self-categorization 
theory38

Social norms96

Mentorship 
programmes

Pairs individuals from 
under-represented groups 
with mentors or sponsors and 
encourages regular meetings

Female undergraduate engineering students with female 
mentors maintained a more stable sense of belonging in 
engineering than those with no mentors or male mentors; 
both of the latter groups showed decreases in belonging 
compared with students with female mentors (d = 0.33a)147

Employee 
resource and 
affinity groups

Social groups for specific 
demographic or identity groups

Membership in LGBTQ+ employee resource groups 
was associated with greater identity disclosure at work 
(r = 0.12), but only marginally associated with lower 
perceived discrimination (r = –0.08)149

Effect sizes are presented if reported in the original paper or calculable from the published material. g, Hedge’s g value; r, Pearson’s r coefficient; d, Cohen’s d value. aThe effect size was 
calculated by the authors of the current Review.
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Social identity threats often manifest as a lack of social fit and 
belonging69,71–74 and might also include concerns about performance 
and competence, especially when individuals fear confirming negative 
stereotypes about their group (stereotype threat)68,75,76. These threats 
can spill over into other workplace experiences and behaviours77, 
reducing self-efficacy and confidence60,78. Social identity threat can 
be deeply entrenched, as individuals internalize domain-specific 
self-stereotypes from a very young age79,80.

Individuals hold multiple social identities, and the interactions 
between these identities can create conflict or tension81,82. For instance, 
women might see themselves as ill-suited for leadership roles because 
norms associated with their gender identity conflict with those linked 
to the traditionally masculine prototype of a leader83. This misalign-
ment underpins several models of inequality that focus on identity or 
role incongruence and conflict80,83–85.

One common type of diversity training that is based on these 
concepts aims to empower individuals from under-represented groups 
by equipping them with psychological resources, skills and a sense of 
agency. The goal is to boost confidence and encourage engagement in 
career-advancing behaviours such as negotiating, self-advocacy and 
applying for promotions. Often referred to as the ‘lean in’ approach86,87, 
this type of training has become widespread, particularly for women. 
Its popularity is reflected in the proliferation of women’s leadership 
and career development workshops, which seek to address systemic 
barriers by fostering individual empowerment and self-efficacy.

Finally, self-affirmation interventions draw directly from 
self-affirmation theory88–92 and involve brief exercises such as written 
reflections that encourage individuals to affirm core values or personal 
strengths. These exercises aim to boost self-esteem and mitigate the 
harmful effects of social identity threats. By reinforcing a sense of 
self-worth, self-affirmation interventions help individuals to navigate 
identity-related challenges and make decisions that align with their 
goals, rather than avoiding behaviours or opportunities because of 
perceived threats or stigma.

Social influence and norms. The final group of theories empha-
sizes how people use social cues to guide their behaviour and shape 
self-evaluations. According to social learning theory93, people learn 
behaviours by observing and imitating others. Building on this 
concept, social comparison and social-observational theories61 
propose that people look to role models for guidance, aspiration and 
self-evaluation94,95. More generally, people learn the ‘unwritten rules’, 
or norms, of appropriate behaviour by observing others, especially 
members of their own social groups (that is, their in-groups)96–100. Social 
norms can also be determined by the broader group context, such as 
workplace culture (defined as the system of shared values and norms 
that define appropriate attitudes and behaviours for organizational 
members101), which can also influence which attributes and behaviours 
are rewarded or penalized in an organizational setting (Box 1). Together, 
these theories highlight how social factors such as the absence of 
mentors or referent groups who share one’s identity can limit access 
to norms, aspirations and behavioural models, thereby contributing 
to the under-representation of certain groups in organizations80,102.

Diversity initiatives based on social influence and norms include 
mentorship programmes and employee resource or affinity groups. 
Formal and informal mentorship programmes are designed to support 
the career development of individuals from under-represented groups 
by connecting them with mentors for ongoing guidance and support. 
Mentors help mentees navigate workplace challenges, set goals, and 

build confidence and competence. When mentors share the mentee’s 
identity, they can also serve as powerful role models, reinforcing a 
sense of belonging and improving retention. By fostering these rela-
tionships, mentorship programmes help address both career-related 
and identity-related barriers, contributing to a more inclusive and 
supportive organizational environment.

Employee resource groups and affinity groups are designed to 
build community and foster a sense of belonging among employees 
who share a common identity (for example, women, people of colour 
or LGBTQ+ people). These groups aim to increase retention and repre-
sentation across organizational levels by creating supportive spaces 
where members can share experiences, seek advice and build profes-
sional networks. Seeing peers with similar identities in the organization 
boosts employees’ career aspirations, sense of belonging, competence, 
and commitment to stay and advance careers.

Effectiveness of psychology-based  
diversity initiatives
Having reviewed key psychological theories and their corresponding 
diversity initiatives, we now provide a high-level summary of their effec-
tiveness across key indicators of organizational diversity (for example, 
retention, representation and advancement of under-represented or 
marginalized groups). Representative evidence for specific diversity 
initiatives is included in Tables 1 and 2.

Effectiveness of perceiver-focused initiatives
Most research on perceiver-focused initiatives has focused on diversity 
training, broadly defined as a range of interventions that commonly 
involve implicit bias awareness and stereotype awareness training. 
This research has yielded mixed results103,104. Meta-analyses10,105, 
large-scale reviews106 and multi-site laboratory experiments107 suggest 
that diversity training can successfully foster short-term improve-
ments in attitudes, motivation and skill retention. However, evidence 
from meta-analyses105,108, a field experiment with real employees109 
and laboratory experiments110 suggests that these effects rarely lead 
to the sustained behavioural change required to meaningfully improve 
organizational diversity. Notably, reductions in implicit bias observed 
after training often rebound within days or even hours among under-
graduates in a laboratory setting110. Longitudinal survey research of 
employees across US organizations similarly shows little evidence 
that diversity training increases the representation of employees from 
minority groups in managerial roles6.

When positive effects of diversity training do occur on attitudes 
(and, more rarely, behaviours), they are typically context-dependent, 
such that they vary by target group106 or based on participants’ 
pre-existing attitudes and beliefs109,111. In addition, meta-analytic evi-
dence from studies in the laboratory and field suggests that diversity 
training tends to be more effective when it is intensive and tailored 
to the organizational context. Specifically, diversity training is more 
effective at changing attitudes and behaviours when it is delivered over 
an extended period, includes distributed practice (sessions spaced out 
over time), is conducted in person rather than online, combines aware-
ness and skills-based training, provides opportunities for social interac-
tion and is supported by complementary diversity initiatives (such as 
organizational messages that signal explicit support for diversity)10,105.

Moreover, diversity training initiatives can backfire, trigger-
ing reactance, decreasing diversity or leading to other unintended 
consequences112–114. For example, in laboratory research with stu-
dents and online participants, diversity training reduced sensitivity 
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to discrimination among individuals in the dominant group (compared 
with individuals who completed separate training unrelated to 
diversity) by reinforcing the belief that the systems to prevent dis-
crimination are already in place115,116. Evidence from laboratory studies 
of MBA students and fully employed individuals shows that bias aware-
ness training can also inadvertently exacerbate stereotype expression 
and discriminatory behaviour by unintentionally signalling that 
biases and stereotypes are normative and therefore permissible117. 
Finally, evidence from laboratory studies of undergraduates118 and 
field surveys of employees across US organizations6,118,119 suggests 
that mandatory diversity training or training perceived as unfair can 
provoke resistance or backlash among dominant or majority group 
members. These unintended consequences help explain the overall 
mixed evidence on the effectiveness of diversity training: although 
these initiatives might positively shift attitudes, their positive effects 
might be offset by the fact that benefits are limited to certain groups110 
or accompanied by negative outcomes such as backlash112, increased 
prejudice117 or decreased diversity119.

Empirical research examining the effectiveness of other perceiver- 
side initiatives shows a similar pattern: modest improvements in 

explicit attitudes7 but limited and inconsistent effects on behaviour7. 
When positive outcomes on explicit attitudes, momentary behav-
iour or behavioural intentions are observed, they are typically 
context-dependent, and studies rarely assess actual lasting behav-
ioural change. In particular, light-touch interventions (such as 
perspective-taking or imagined contact) have grown in popularity 
over the past 20 years7, despite leading to only modest improvements 
in explicit attitudes and behavioural intentions7,120,121 with little impact 
on implicit attitudes110, according to robust meta-analytic evidence 
from the laboratory and the field. The effects of such light-touch, 
intergroup-based interventions on actual behaviours remain 
unclear, given the limited research that measures behavioural out-
comes in the field directly7,122. A large-scale meta-analysis suggests 
that more involved forms of intergroup contact (such as dialogue 
and in-person interaction) show more promise, yielding modest 
but long-lasting behaviour change7. However, other meta-analyses 
suggest that intergroup contact can also have unintended conse-
quences, such as suppressing majority group members’ recogni-
tion of discrimination and reducing their intentions to engage in  
collective action47,123.

Box 1 | Workplace culture
 

Organizational culture refers to the system of shared values and 
norms that define appropriate attitudes and behaviours for members 
of an organization157,222–224. Organizational culture not only influences 
how individuals behave and interpret interactions but also reflects 
shared norms and practices that can reinforce inequality. 
Thus, organizational culture plays an important role in shaping 
organizational gender diversity157,223–225.

Masculine cultures and signals of belonging
The specific content of organizational culture — which values and 
behaviours are treated as normal and rewarded — shapes who feels 
as though they belong and can succeed. In many US organizations, 
stereotypically male traits such as assertiveness and dominance 
are treated as the standard for success71,72,224. These ‘masculine 
defaults’ are often embedded in policies, internalized by employees 
and reinforced over time. They send a powerful signal about who 
is welcome and likely to succeed, which might deter women from 
entering or advancing in certain fields71,72,225. Scholars have described 
the workplace as a masculinity contest where employees compete 
for power by displaying masculine traits223,226. These dynamics can 
also emerge indirectly; for example, given societal associations 
between brilliance and masculinity, workplace cultures that prize 
brilliance might foster masculinity contests and undermine women’s 
sense of belonging227,228.

Culture as a moderator of diversity, equity and 
inclusion efforts
Organizational culture also shapes how employees respond to 
diversity efforts. Field research shows that these efforts are most 
successful when they align with the organization’s broader cultural 
values105,229. By contrast, when diversity initiatives are perceived as 
conflicting with the dominant culture, they might be seen as a threat, 
particularly by advantaged individuals who benefit from the status 
quo230. Employees in inclusive organizational climates are less likely 

to resist diversity training because they see it as aligned with the 
organization’s core goals rather than as an external imposition106,231.

Culture as a target of intervention
These insights suggest new directions for targeting workplace culture 
as a lever for increasing diversity. Cues signalling inclusion (such as 
inclusive policies or high representation of women) can reduce social 
identity threat and increase belonging among women compared 
with cues signalling lack of inclusion through low representation of 
women232. Similarly, removing cues that signal a masculine culture 
(such as gendered language in job adverts or emphasis on brilliance 
over growth) can increase women’s interest in and persistence 
within male-dominated fields193. Although promising, this line of 
work is relatively nascent. More empirical research is needed to 
understand what drives cultural change and to test interventions that 
can shift organizational culture over time. Because culture change 
unfolds gradually, longitudinal research embedded in real-world 
organizations is essential233.

Implications for psychology and behavioural design
A cultural lens enhances both psychology-based and behavioural 
design approaches by highlighting how shared norms, values and 
institutional practices shape individual cognition and behaviour. This 
perspective helps explain why interventions might succeed in one 
setting but fail in another. For instance, efforts to reduce bias or promote 
inclusion might be ineffective if they conflict with dominant cultural 
norms. Behavioural design offers a practical entry point for initiating 
cultural shifts by altering interaction patterns or default practices; 
in turn, these behavioural changes can help to reshape the broader 
culture193,234. These perspectives are complementary: culture shapes 
the psychological processes targeted by behavioural interventions, 
and behavioural design offers tools to begin shifting cultures from the 
ground up. Recognizing this synergy is key for understanding when and 
how cultures can truly change to become more inclusive.
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Finally, implementation intention interventions reduce implicit 
bias compared with a control condition in laboratory settings107,124,125, 
but these interventions have not been widely tested in the workplace. 
The limited research that exists has not found them to be effective in 
decreasing gender bias in promotion decisions126, although they have 
been shown to be effective for more general behavioural and habit 
change in other domains127,128. There is limited research evaluating 
bystander training and cultural competency training in workplace set-
tings. The evidence so far from both laboratory experiments129 and field 
surveys130 suggests that these interventions can produce short-term 
improvements in attitudes, skill-related efficacy and intentions, but 
these effects fade over time7,129,130. Few studies have examined actual 
behavioural outcomes131; although some early research suggests that 
bystander training might influence anti-discriminatory behaviour 
among faculty in academia, this evidence is limited by small sample 
sizes and a reliance on self-reported measures132. Additionally, some 
evidence indicates that bystander training can reduce sexual harass-
ment compared with receiving no bystander training, particularly in 
college and medical settings133,134.

Effectiveness of target-focused initiatives
Evidence on the effectiveness of target-side initiatives is also mixed135. 
Although such initiatives are quite common (especially ‘lean in’-
style training), rigorous empirical evaluations remain limited. Some 
research (primarily conducted using student samples in the laboratory) 
suggests that women’s confidence might improve when they adopt 
a gender-neutral outlook136, develop a growth mindset towards 
agentic behaviours and roles137,138, reject negative stereotypes and 
engage in self-affirmation139,140. Although these strategies have been 
linked to increased empowerment and self-efficacy, little research 
has examined their effects on objective outcomes such as increased 
representation and retention. Among the few studies that do examine 
behavioural outcomes, a self-affirmation intervention attenuated the 
gender gap in performance between male and female MBA students140. 
Affirmation-based interventions might also facilitate social norm 
change, which might foster equality over time141.

Furthermore, encouraging women to adopt self-promotional and 
career-advancing behaviours might expose them to unintended career 
penalties87. Seminal research on prescriptive stereotypes shows that 
women and individuals from racial and/or ethnic minority groups often 
face backlash for defying identity-based expectations. For example, 
female leaders are often penalized for being assertive, yet criticized 
when they are not142–144. Women who downplay femininity to signal 
fit in male-dominated workplaces are paradoxically less likely to be 
hired because they violate norms according to which women should 
maintain femininity145. Furthermore, ‘lean in’ messaging can unin-
tentionally shift the responsibility for both creating and mitigating 
gender inequality onto women themselves146, reinforcing the idea that 
individual effort — rather than systemic or organizational change — is 
the key to achieving equity.

Mentorship programmes and employee resource groups have 
been studied more than other target-focused initiatives and show more 
promise, but their effectiveness is context-dependent. According to 
meta-analytic evidence from the laboratory and the field, mentor-
ship and networking initiatives are more consistently beneficial for 
boosting target employees’ positive experiences and satisfaction 
than for increasing representation or promotion rates6,106. Outside 
organizational settings, field experiments among college students 
suggest that peer mentorship can improve retention and experiences 

among under-represented groups147, but such initiatives have not been 
tested in workplace settings. Survey research on employees across US 
organizations has linked employee resource groups and affinity groups 
to greater perceived inclusion and comfort with disclosing minority 
identities148,149; however, evidence of their impact on behavioural out-
comes or representation is limited and inconsistent6, and large-scale 
quantitative evaluations of their effectiveness are scarce150.

Why psychology-based diversity initiatives  
fall short
Our Review reveals that most evaluations of psychology-based diversity 
interventions prioritize short-term cognitive indicators such as shifts 
in attitudes7 rather than observable behavioural outcomes. Although 
attitude change is an important metric, it does not necessarily translate 
into the sustained behavioural shifts required to improve diversity 
outcomes. Echoing previous reviews7,103, we find that only a small pro-
portion of studies assess behaviour change, and even fewer examine 
long-term behavioural impacts. This lack of focus on long-term behav-
ioural impacts is important, because interventions that show promise 
for shifting attitudes often fail to generate meaningful, lasting behav-
iour change109,110,151 — although attitude change might lead to behaviour 
change, it is not a guaranteed outcome.

Additionally, much of the evidence supporting these initiatives 
(including studies validating their effectiveness) comes from labora-
tory or online settings using convenience samples. These controlled 
settings differ substantially from the organizational environments 
where these initiatives are intended to be applied. A common but flawed 
assumption is that behaviour change stems from stable intrapersonal 
processes that should therefore generalize across settings. However, 
the disconnect between experimental settings and real-world appli-
cation is likely to contribute to the limited effectiveness observed 
in practice. Indeed, the existing research reviewed above sug-
gests that the benefits of training often do not translate into actual 
workplace behaviour.

A broader challenge with psychology-based approaches lies in 
their heavy reliance on individual-level solutions to drive behaviour 
change. Although these interventions play an important role in induc-
ing change, focusing exclusively on intrapersonal processes oversim-
plifies the complex nature of behaviour and overlooks the powerful 
influence of social environments, organizational contexts and systems.

Perceiver-focused interventions are designed to change behaviour 
by reshaping how people think, such as weakening stereotypes or 
increasing awareness of biased information processing. The under-
lying assumption is that awareness will motivate people to control 
their biases and modify their behaviour. However, core findings of 
social cognition research demonstrate that psychological phenomena 
such as implicit bias, stereotypes and identity-related perceptions are 
automatic and deeply ingrained, and stem from basic social perceptual 
processes that are ‘hard-wired’12. Although individuals can try to sup-
press or override these implicit associations22,23,124, approaches that 
rely solely on intrapersonal efforts are often insufficient152, especially 
when they do not also account for the broader social and environmental 
forces that shape behaviour153–155.

Target-side interventions similarly often focus on the individual by, 
for instance, encouraging women and members of other marginalized 
groups to ‘lean in’86,87,146, develop their competence and confidence, 
and adopt behaviours associated with dominant groups (such as men, 
White people or higher-status individuals)156–158. These interventions 
again have an intrapersonal focus: they aim to motivate targets to 
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alter their psychology, overcome internal doubts and change their 
behaviour. However, these approaches overlook how identity-related 
behaviours and perceptions are shaped through lifelong socialization 
and constrained by systemic factors79,159,160, such as prescriptive norms 
that dictate how certain groups are expected to behave and the penal-
ties for deviating from these expectations143,144,161. Moreover, even when 
individuals do change their behaviour, systemic and environmental 
barriers often remain in place and do not diminish in strength.

Our Review also underscores that diversity initiatives that foster  
meaningful social interaction and deep engagement (such as 
cross-group interactions, dialogue-based relationship-building exer-
cises and in-person diversity training that emphasizes interaction) tend 
to produce more consistent and long-lasting changes in both attitudes 
and behaviours than lighter-touch interventions (such as imagined 
contact or online diversity training modules)7,10,162. However, these more 
involved initiatives remain relatively rare in organizational settings7, 
probably because they demand more time, effort and resources — 
factors that might deter organizations from prioritizing them despite 
their demonstrated impact.

Importantly, the reasons that psychology-based diversity initiatives 
are ineffective are not inherent flaws of psychology as a discipline nor 
flaws of its foundational theories. The emphasis on attitudes, cognition 
and intrapersonal processes — and therefore individual-level solutions — 
reflects psychology’s orientation as a basic science that proposes and 
tests fundamental mechanisms under controlled conditions with the 
aim of providing a generalizable explanation for phenomena related to 
the human mind; psychological theories are not typically developed with 
the direct goal of producing applied solutions. That is not to say that psy-
chological theory cannot and does not encompass intervention-based 
research; rather, the majority of the field — including the foundational 
theories based in social cognition that we have explored here — focus 
on explaining phenomena rather than informing policy.

The issue, then, lies in the challenges of translating and applying 
basic psychological theories directly to organizational policy and 
practice. Such translation from theory to policy often skips important 
intermediate steps, such as developing applied models based on basic 
theory, testing behavioural outcomes in the laboratory and adapting 
interventions to organizational contexts. This issue of translation 
is often compounded when those applying the theory differ from 
those who developed it, increasing the risk of poor fidelity and low 
intervention effectiveness.

Nonetheless, even if shortcomings of diversity initiatives arise 
from the complexities of translation rather than flaws in the theory or 
discipline itself, they do not undermine the core limitations we iden-
tify. The disproportionate reliance on individual-level approaches to 
diversity has important implications: focusing on individual change 
shifts the burden of progress onto individuals — especially those from 
marginalized groups — rather than organizations163. Expecting margin-
alized employees to change their behaviour without corresponding 
systemic efforts to remove structural barriers reinforces inequality 
rather than eliminating it. To achieve meaningful, lasting diversity, 
organizations must move beyond individual-level interventions and 
address the systemic and contextual factors that perpetuate inequity.

A behavioural design approach to diversity
Although our critique highlights the limitations of individual-level 
approaches, we are not suggesting that they should be abandoned alto-
gether. Rather, their limited effectiveness stems from their isolation, 
that is, when individual-level solutions are implemented without also 

addressing the systems and contexts that shape behaviour. Thus, diver-
sity initiatives should move beyond the current focus on individuals 
and their psychological processes and integrate perspectives from 
related disciplines — such as sociology and economics — that illuminate 
system-level influences on behaviour.

Sociology and economics emphasize macro-level systems rather 
than intrapersonal processes. Solutions to increase organizational 
diversity informed by these approaches (such as affirmative action 
or equal employment mandates) typically involve heavy-handed 
and substantive policy-level changes6,106,164. These strategies aim to 
change incentives or bypass individual choice and agency altogether 
to produce large-scale shifts in behaviour and representation. Although 
such strategies are impactful, they come with their own limitations 
and criticisms. Specifically, they often overlook individual agency and 
autonomy, and might generate resistance or non-compliance119.

Thus, the most effective diversity initiatives must consider 
both levels: the systems in which people operate and the individual 
psychological processes that influence behaviour. One promising 
framework that integrates these perspectives and acknowledges their 
interconnectedness is behavioural design — a growing field that draws 
from psychology, behavioural economics and decision science to 
understand how the design of choice environments shapes individual 
decision-making and behaviour.

Rather than focusing on what decisions people make, behav-
ioural design examines how those decisions are presented, that is, 
how options are framed, how information is conveyed and how incen-
tives are structured. A central concept in this field is that a small, 
strategic change to the choice environment (a ‘nudge’) can produce 
substantial behavioural shifts165. This behaviourally informed approach 
has gained widespread attention among academics, practitioners 
and policymakers, informing policies in health166,167, finance168,169 and 
sustainability170,171.

Behavioural design holds substantial promise for advancing 
diversity goals because it brings a systems-aware lens to individual 
decision-making by showing how the context of choices — including 
defaults, framing and choice architecture — can be used to reduce 
cognitive biases and inhibit decisions that create and perpetuate 
inequality. Specifically, this individual × system perspective helps 
to generate psychologically informed organizational solutions that 
redesign decision-making environments and shift underlying systems 
to facilitate individual behaviour change (Fig. 1). These strengths reflect 
behavioural design’s interdisciplinary roots, as well as its applied focus 
on influencing behaviour through scientific insight and evidence. 
By integrating these insights with psychology-based approaches, 
organizations can move beyond a fragmented strategy to a more 
comprehensive and effective diversity framework.

For example, consider an organization aiming to increase gender 
diversity among its senior leadership team (Fig. 2). A psychology-based 
approach might emphasize intrapersonal processes, such as evalua-
tors’ biases against women leaders (perceiver side) or women’s lower 
likelihood of pursuing promotions due to greater risk awareness, uncer-
tainty about leadership ability, and less overconfidence compared with 
men (target side). These insights often lead to individual-level solutions 
such as diversity training for evaluators or ‘lean in’ training for women. 
By contrast, a macro-level perspective might focus on policy mandates 
grounded in economic and sociological theories, such as quotas or 
affirmative action172,173.

A behavioural design approach offers a middle path that inte-
grates individual-level and system-level perspectives to generate 
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organization-level solutions that are grounded in psychological insights 
into how individuals perceive and react to choice architecture. For 
instance, it might identify that the promotion process requires employ-
ees to opt in by self-nominating — a decision framing that signals weak 
or ambiguous norms of participation174 — exacerbating women’s 
identity-based concerns and doubts144,175–177. Reframing the promo-
tion process as opt out — where qualified employees are automatically 
considered unless they choose not to be — can signal a stronger norm of 
participation by presenting participation as the default and automatic 
choice178,179.

Key concepts and evidence
A growing body of research supports the effectiveness of such behav-
iourally informed changes in advancing diversity goals, demonstrating 
how subtle alterations to the choice environment can leverage inher-
ent psychological processes to guide more inclusive outcomes. 
For instance, defaults capitalize on the human tendency towards cogni-
tive ease and the powerful influence of perceived endorsement180,181. 
When an option is presented as the default, individuals are more likely to 
select it owing to low cognitive effort and the implicit signal that it is the 
recommended or expected choice178,179. Indeed, switching promotion 
processes from opt in to opt out attenuates gender gaps in participation 

by signalling a stronger norm of inclusion and making participation 
the path of least resistance182.

Choice bracketing techniques (such as evaluating candidates 
jointly rather than sequentially or hiring them in groups) guide evalu-
ators away from individual biases by fostering comparison effects183. 
By presenting multiple options simultaneously, evaluators are encour-
aged to compare candidates on relevant criteria, rather than mak-
ing isolated, potentially biased judgements, thereby leading to more 
equitable assessments and diverse hiring outcomes184,185. Even small 
changes to rating scales (for example, using a six-point scale instead 
of a ten-point scale) can disrupt implicit associations that might dis-
proportionately favour certain groups, guiding evaluators to more 
equitable judgements186. Similarly, introducing more structure (such 
as standardizing interview questions or implementing scoring rubrics) 
can reduce bias by limiting reliance on automatic, intuitive judgements, 
which are more prone to bias and stereotyping187. Instead, adding struc-
ture promotes deliberative, criteria-based decision-making, aligning 
with dual-process models of cognition and prejudice22.

Similarly, pre-commitment strategies leverage the psychologi-
cal principle of anchoring, where initial information or decisions 
heavily influence subsequent judgements188–190. By requiring eval-
uators to define and commit to objective selection criteria before 

Individual-level focus
• Psychological processes 

and individual 
behaviours
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attitudes and beliefs

Common interventions
• Diversity training and 

awareness programmes
• Individual attitude or 
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Fig. 1 | A behavioural design approach to organizational diversity. 
Psychology-based approaches to organizational diversity focus on individual 
attitudes and behaviours (for example, bias awareness training), and macro-
level approaches emphasize large-scale structural change (for example, quota 
mandates). Behavioural design targets the interaction between individuals 

and systems, and reshapes the decision space through interventions such as 
choice architecture, norm framing and structural nudges that offer scalable, 
context-sensitive solutions that preserve individual agency while addressing 
systemic inequities.
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evaluations, pre-commitment initiatives help to anchor decisions to 
these pre-established standards, reducing the likelihood of biased 
post-hoc justifications and thereby promoting fair outcomes191,192.

Linguistic framing interventions (such as using gender-neutral lan-
guage in job descriptions) tap into theories of social identity and signal-
ling by removing cues to identity threat, reducing perceived exclusion 
and boosting a sense of belonging among prospective applicants193. 
Concrete and relatively objective language is less ambiguous, which 
can increase applications from under-represented groups by making 
expectations clear and accessible194.

Information framing can also target implicit bias and stereotype 
application. For instance, masking identifying demographic charac-
teristics (such as names) on application materials195 eliminates salient 
cues that could trigger automatic social categorization processes 
and activation of implicit biases, leading to more objective evalua-
tions and gender diversity in hiring196. That said, the effectiveness of 
information framing might vary depending on evaluator motivation 
and organizational context197,198, and de-identification might limit 
organizations’ ability to track or promote representational equity if 
used in isolation199. Similarly, redirecting evaluators’ attention away 
from potentially biasing information towards job-relevant information 
can reduce discrimination in decisions on admissions200.

Social norm nudges explicitly leverage the psychological 
principles of social influence, including descriptive and injunc-
tive norms100,201, and can guide behaviour through perceived social 
expectations. For instance, communicating the pro-diversity atti-
tudes and behaviours of peers or organizational leaders can shift 
dominant-group members’ perceptions and enhance a sense of belong-
ing among individuals from marginalized groups202. Thus, individuals 
might adjust their attitudes and behaviour on the basis of perceived 
peer norms and leadership expectations203.

These examples illustrate how behavioural design intervenes at 
the system level by subtly reshaping the context in which individual 
psychological processes unfold, steering behaviour towards greater 
inclusion without requiring direct attitudinal change. Thus, behav-
ioural design offers practical, scalable interventions to address both 

individual behaviour and decision environments (Table 3). For organi-
zations seeking more effective and sustainable diversity strategies, 
this approach provides a compelling and evidence-based path for-
ward (see refs. 9,204,205 for reviews that provide additional ideas 
for interventions based on behavioural design).

Limitations of behavioural design
Similar to psychology-based approaches, a behavioural design 
approach to increasing organizational diversity also comes with limita-
tions. First, the empirical evidence on its effectiveness remains relatively 
limited. Because this is an emerging field, many of the strategies pro-
posed are supported by single studies, in contrast to the meta-analytic 
evidence available for more established psychological interventions. 
Thus, more rigorous, systematic research that assesses the effective-
ness of using behavioural design to increase diversity across contexts, 
timeframes and populations is needed. Reviews examining applications 
of behavioural design in other domains of behavioural change (such 
as healthcare and financial decision-making) find similar empirical 
limitations to those we identified in psychology-based approaches: 
compared with laboratory-based experiments, field-based interven-
tions often produce more modest, context-dependent effects that 
might fade over time206–210.

Some scholars also caution that despite its theoretical focus on 
individual behaviour in context, behavioural design can still lean too 
heavily on individual-level solutions rather than system-level change, 
particularly when small nudges and design tweaks leave the broader 
systems that perpetuate inequality intact211. Moreover, although 
behavioural design aspires to integrate individual psychology with 
systems-level thinking, in practice some work might focus too heavily 
on behavioural outcomes at the expense of deeper understanding of 
the psychological mechanisms driving such change.

In sum, despite empirical limitations, behavioural design is 
a powerful complement to psychology’s individual-level focus by 
highlighting the systems and environments that shape behaviour. 
As such, behavioural design should be thoughtfully integrated 
with psychology-based approaches in existing diversity initiatives. 

Stereotype threat discourages women from 
applying for promotion and evaluators 
perceive women as weak leaders owing to 
gender stereotypes

Address women's psychological barriers 
with lean in training and/or self-a�irmation 
and incorporate diversity training for 
evaluators to combat their gender biases

Individual level

The standard promotion process requires 
individuals to opt in, which might exacerbate 
women's identity concerns because it 
presents a weak situation with ambiguous 
participation norms

Change the choice to apply for 
promotions to an opt-out framing, which 
suggests a strong norm of participation. 
This strong situation reduces the influence 
of identity-related concerns

Individual × system level
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that provide fewer opportunities for career 
advancement

Address systemic barriers by mandating 
representation through a�irmative action 
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System level

Example challenge: Women are under-represented in senior management positions

Theoretical lens and explanation Solution

Fig. 2 | Case study. Psychology-based (individual-
level), sociology-based (system-level) and behavioural 
design (individual × system-level) solutions to 
the gender promotion gap whereby women are  
under-represented in senior management positions.
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Table 3 | Diversity initiatives informed by behavioural design

Behavioural 
design principle

Definition Diversity 
initiative

Description Psychological 
mechanism

Representative evidence

Defaults Using the default 
choice option to 
promote a desired 
outcome

Opt-out framing 
for competitive 
processes

Automatically consider 
qualified candidates for 
advancement and other 
opportunities unless they 
opt out

Leverages cognitive 
ease, norm signalling 
and perceived 
endorsement to guide 
behaviour178,217

In a series of laboratory and field experiments, 
opt-out framing attenuated the gender gap 
in participation in competitive selection 
processes (such as promotions) compared with 
the opt-in framing condition182

Choice 
bracketing

Grouping 
individual choices 
together into sets

Joint evaluation Assess multiple candidates 
simultaneously to promote 
comparative evaluation

Encourages 
comparative thinking 
and reduces reliance 
on biased heuristics, 
compared with when 
candidates are assessed 
one at a time183

In a laboratory experiment, participants 
who evaluated a male and female candidate 
simultaneously were less likely to favour men 
for male-typed tasks (such as mathematics) 
and women for female-typed tasks (such as 
verbal tasks), compared with participants who 
evaluated only a single candidate184

Hiring groups Make hiring and selection 
decisions in sets (that is, hire 
groups of candidates)

Prompts evaluators 
to consider group 
composition 
holistically218,219

In a series of online experiments involving real 
hiring decisions, evaluators constructed more 
gender-diverse groups when making sets of 
hiring decisions versus making a single hire 
(d = 0.39a)185

Pre-commitment Restricting future 
options to align 
future behaviour 
with goals or 
values

Pre- 
commitment to 
criteria

Evaluators determine and 
commit to selection criteria 
before reviewing candidates

Promotes consistency 
and reduces the risk 
of justifying biased 
judgements190 by 
anchoring decisions 
to objective criteria

In laboratory experiments, participants who 
pre-committed to certain, objective criteria 
exhibited less tendency to shift standards to fit 
stereotypes while making selection decisions 
compared with participants in a control group 
(d = 0.40)191

Linguistic 
framing

Using language 
to alter the 
presentation 
of information, 
without changing 
the underlying 
choice

Reframing 
gendered 
language

Replace gendered 
language (such as 
stereotypically masculine 
words) in organizational 
communications with more 
neutral but synonymous 
alternatives

Signals an inclusive 
environment and 
therefore boosts 
anticipated belonging 
and application rates 
among individuals who 
might feel alienated by 
gendered language

In laboratory and field experiments, replacing 
stereotypically masculine language in job 
advertisements with gender-neutral language 
increased anticipated belonging and job 
applications from women and men who are 
less aligned with masculinity compared with 
the original job advertisement193

Reframing 
qualifications 
more concretely

Specify skills and 
experiences needed for 
success using concrete, 
behaviour-based language

Reduces ambiguity and 
makes roles feel more 
accessible to members 
of under-represented 
groups who might 
otherwise consider 
themselves unqualified

In laboratory and field experiments, clearly 
defining qualifications using objective and 
behaviour-based language reduced ambiguity 
and increased applications from qualified 
women for high-level jobs (d = 0.29a) compared 
with using generic language194

De-identification Masking 
identifying 
characteristics 
from evaluators

De-identifying 
application 
materials

Omit names and 
demographic information 
from application materials 
during evaluation

Removes stereotype 
and unconscious 
bias-triggering cues195

De-identification mitigated gender bias in 
experimental hiring tasks220 and a quasi-natural 
experiment196,220

Social norm 
nudging

Sharing 
information 
about what 
peers or leaders 
commonly do or 
believe

Communicate 
norms that 
endorse 
diversity

Have leaders or peers clearly 
communicate and sincerely 
endorse attitudes and 
behaviours that align with 
diversity and inclusion

Leverages descriptive 
and injunctive norms 
to signal what is valued 
and expected

Classrooms at a North American university 
shown posters and videos where leaders 
communicated support for diversity behaved 
more inclusively than classrooms shown 
materials where leaders did not communicate 
support (d = 0.38a) and showed smaller 
performance disparities between marginalized 
and non-marginalized students (d = 0.16a)202

Anchoring 
effects

Shifting the 
reference or 
starting point

Rethink rating 
scales

Use less culturally loaded 
scale end-points (such as 
a 6-point scale) to avoid 
implicit associations between 
numbers such as 10 or 100 
with gendered ideas about 
brilliance and perfection that 
tend to favour men

Disrupts biased 
cognitive anchors 
and weakens implicit 
associations221,222

A quasi-natural experiment at a North American 
university showed that using a six-point 
(versus ten-point) rating scale reduced 
gender disparities in teaching evaluations 
in male-dominated fields by limiting the 
expression of brilliance-related stereotypes187

Structuring 
effects

Standardizing 
procedures and 
choices by adding 
structure

Structured 
interviews

Use standardized interview 
scripts and scoring rubrics 
across candidates

Reduces cognitive load, 
increases consistency 
and limits reliance on 
subjective impressions

In an experimental laboratory study, structured 
interviews reduced selection bias (r = 0.34) 
(for example, against overweight candidates) 
compared with unstructured interviews (r = 0.34)101

Effect sizes are presented if reported in the original paper or calculable from the published material. r, Pearson’s r coefficient; d, Cohen’s d value. aThe effect size was calculated by the authors 
of the current Review.
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Because each disciplinary approach has distinct assumptions and 
strengths, the goal is not wholesale adoption of one over the other 
but a more comprehensive and coordinated approach to designing 
and implementing strategies for increasing organizational diversity9.

Summary and future directions
Organizations are increasingly turning to psychology-based 
approaches (such as diversity training and ‘lean in’-style empower-
ment programmes) as a primary strategy for promoting diversity. 
These interventions offer important insights into how individuals 
think and behave, and can foster short-term changes in attitudes and 
behaviours. However, when used in isolation, these individual-level 
solutions are limited in their ability to drive sustained behavioural 
change or shift important outcomes such as representation, reten-
tion and advancement. These limitations stem, in part, from a narrow 
focus on intrapersonal change and a tendency to overlook the power-
ful influences of the organizational environments in which decisions 
are made and behaviour occurs. To overcome these constraints, we 
propose an integrated behavioural design approach that bridges 
individual-level and system-level perspectives to offer strategies for 
redesigning decision environments to support equitable behaviour 
and outcomes.

In addition to generating practical solutions, a behavioural design 
perspective can enrich psychology-based approaches by bringing 
greater attention to contextual influences on behaviour and expand-
ing the focus of behaviour change beyond intrapersonal processes 
and outcomes. In this way, behavioural design helps to recentre the 
importance of environment and context on intrapersonal processes 
and behaviour — core tenets of psychology that have often been over-
looked in diversity applications. In turn, psychology can strengthen 
the emerging field of behavioural design by addressing one of its 
limitations: a tendency to prioritize real-world impact without fully 
explaining the mechanisms underlying behaviour change212. Incorpo-
rating psychological theory can help to ensure that behavioural design 
interventions are not only effective but also theoretically grounded.

Our Review leads to several recommendations for future research 
and practice. First, future research should move beyond measuring 
short-term changes in attitudes or intentions and prioritize evaluating 
long-term behavioural outcomes such as application rates, selection 
decisions and actual representation. Moreover, existing studies that 
test behavioural outcomes tend to focus on the hiring stage and over-
look longer-term outcomes such as retention and advancement that 
might contribute to more organizational diversity at entry levels than 
at the top, ultimately hindering true progress. Thus, future research 
should also assess the effectiveness of interventions beyond getting 
employees through the door to other critical stages of the employee 
experience. For instance, research should explore how behavioural 
tools (such as choice architecture, defaults, pre-commitment or social 
norms) can be applied to promote allyship, reduce bias in performance 
evaluations or shape more inclusive feedback and decision-making 
processes. Additionally, future research should explore a wider range 
of employee experiences beyond representation alone, including how 
interventions influence employees’ sense of belonging, authenticity 
and thriving at work.

Second, the literature applying behavioural design to organiza-
tional diversity is in a relatively nascent stage. Thus, it is still too early to 
draw firm conclusions about effectiveness, which is why we emphasize 
its promise and potential only. Future research is needed to expand the 
empirical evidence for the behavioural design approaches outlined 

here, as well as to explore novel applications of other behavioural 
design concepts that have not yet been examined in the context of 
organizational diversity. Ideally, the evidence base for behavioural 
design approaches will grow to match what is currently known about 
psychology-based interventions. As this body of work develops, it is 
critical that scholars and practitioners apply the same level of empirical 
scrutiny and rigour that psychology-based approaches have received.

Third, given the context-dependent nature of behaviour, inter-
ventions should be tested for external validity and generalizability to 
the environments where they are intended to be used. Many popular 
organizational diversity initiatives are drawn from research conducted 
online or among college students. Laboratory-based research provides 
valuable foundational insights, but scaling solutions requires valida-
tion in real-world organizational settings using field experiments, 
randomized control trials or quasi-experimental designs. Importantly, 
journals should support the publication of small or null effects from 
field studies, as these are essential to building an accurate evidence 
base that is relevant to and calibrated for practice. Field trials can also 
inform important design questions213, such as how to balance efficiency 
with feasibility, and how to tailor interventions to specific industries, 
social groups or organizational cultures.

Relatedly, research should investigate why interventions that 
succeed in the laboratory fail to produce similar results in the field108,135, 
with the goal of identifying contextual moderators. For example, field 
testing in organizations captures how interventions unfold amid social 
norms, organizational culture and broader societal trends such as 
diversity, equity and inclusion backlash, factors that are often muted 
in controlled laboratory settings. In settings with high resistance and 
backlash towards diversity efforts, behavioural design interventions 
might be more palatable owing to their relatively ‘identity-neutral’ fram-
ing, which focuses on the features of decision-making environments 
rather than explicitly naming race or gender bias, and the fact that they 
preserve employee choice and autonomy rather than imposing a con-
trolling mandate119. Still, behavioural design initiatives should be seen 
as complements to, not replacements for, identity-aware approaches, 
which remain essential for addressing deeper, systemic inequities214.

Fourth, practitioners and organizations should engage critically 
with the empirical evidence behind diversity initiatives rather than 
defaulting to mainstream but potentially ineffective interventions. 
Light-touch interventions might seem attractive because they prom-
ise large effects for relatively low effort and cost, but they often fail 
to produce meaningful change. Although more effective interven-
tions require greater investment and more coordination, they are 
more likely to deliver sustained impact. Researchers and practitioners 
should collaborate more intentionally to co-create, implement and 
rigorously evaluate interventions that are grounded in evidence and 
tailored to specific organizational contexts, and to ensure fidelity in 
application from theory to practice. More broadly, it is challenging to 
translate theories from basic science into practice, and intermediary 
steps (such as field-based empirical testing) are needed before jump-
ing to direct application215,216. When done thoughtfully, this translation 
process not only yields practical insights but also offers opportunities 
to refine or extend theory. For example, inconsistent results in complex 
social environments might reveal important boundary conditions.

Finally, we call for a shift away from siloed approaches and towards 
multi-level strategies that align individual-level interventions with 
systemic organizational changes. Behavioural design offers a prom-
ising framework for designing such organizational-level strategies, 
enabling organizations to support individual behaviour change and 
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create environments that make those changes more likely to succeed 
and last. Importantly, behavioural design should not be viewed as 
a panacea: although it offers a valuable interdisciplinary perspec-
tive that integrates individual and systemic influences on behaviour, 
solutions that follow from it are likely to inform changes to the more 
proximal choice environment but might not resolve deeper, systemic 
inequities. As such, expanding the scope of diversity efforts to include 
even more macro-level perspectives (such as those from sociology 
and economics) will be critical for addressing the broader forces that 
shape inequality in organizations. Future work should explore how to 
combine interventions across disciplinary perspectives — such as by 
pairing leadership accountability structures with evaluator nudges 
or integrating inclusive policy reforms with messaging about social 
norms — to reinforce and sustain progress.

Published online: 2 October 2025
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