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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 aswomenin 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 targetindividuals
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
progressin organizational diversity.
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Introduction
Decadesofresearchacrossdiversefieldsincludingsociology,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 contexts'* A key theoretical tenet of social
cognition is that such social-cognitive processes are fundamentally
framed by social categories, such asrace, gender and age® . 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
(therepresentation 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
mixed® . These efforts might fall short because psychology-based
diversity initiatives focus too heavily on individual-level behaviour
change, reflecting psychology’s emphasis onintrapersonal processes.
Thisindividual-level focus overlooks the powerful influence of social,
organizational and systemic factors on behaviour change. By contrast,
thefield of behavioural design, which applies insights from psychology,
behaviouraleconomics and decisionscience toinfluence human behav-
iour, is grounded explicitly in the core tenet that behaviour is shaped
by the choice environment, and that changing the choice environment
caninfluence behaviour without changing the psychology of the indi-
vidual or the content of the choice. Thus, diversity initiatives rooted
inbehavioural design might better reflect how behaviouris shapedin
organizations thanindividual-focused solutions alone and might there-
fore be more effective. Underscoring that potential, alarge-scale field
experiment found that behaviourally designed diversity training
increased hiring of women and non-national applicants’.

Inthis Review, we present behavioural design as a promising ave-
nue for bridgingindividual-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 thisbody
of work and highlightits 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
diversityin organizations. These approaches engage either perceivers

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-focusedinitiatives mightalso apply totarget-focused
initiatives, and vice versa, and many social-cognitive theories overlap,
evenacross the groupings we present. Although multiple psychologi-
cal theories are likely to inform any one diversity initiative, for clarity
we organize themaccording to the theory that most centrally informs
their design.

Perceiver-focused initiatives

Perceiver-focused initiatives (Table 1) ofteninvolve diversity training'®,
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
processinginacomplexsocial world™". 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 model” ™, 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 cognition”*° 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
associations®. 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 prejudice'”**>* 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 behaviour®*,

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
anexpert whoteaches employees torecognize their own biases, often
by completing and receiving feedback on animplicit association test.

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

Inaddition toraising awareness, some forms of diversity training
use various strategies to actively reshape biased beliefs. Common
approachesinvolve attempts to weaken stereotypes by exposing indi-
viduals to counter-stereotypical exemplars® 2’ or using contradictory
pairings to weaken implicit associations®*?',

Finally, bias feedback training (commonly used in implicit bias
or stereotype awareness training) involves providing trainees with
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Table 1| Psychology-based diversity initiatives that target perceivers and evaluators

Psychological Key theories Intervention Description Representative evidence
focus type
Understanding bias  Implicit social Implicit bias Educates employees about A meta-analysis of 208 effect sizes found modest reductions
cognition'"® awareness how biases operate to increase  in biased beliefs (g=-0.20) compared with a pre-intervention
Dual-process training awareness and encourage baseline, with negligible behaviour change (g=0.08)'®
model of self-regulation and/or change of
prejudice?? biased cognitions (stereotypes),
Stereotype attitudps (prej_udige)_ anql
18 behaviours (discrimination)
content model
Social Stereotype Raises awareness of stereotypes A large field experiment (n=3,016) in an international organization
categorization'?  awareness to encourage conscious found that diversity training (including stereotype awareness and
Exemplar training monitoring and suppression, feedback) improved attitudes towards women and increased
TeeitEsefseel thereby reducing discrimination both awareness of gender bias and gender-inclusive behavioural
judgement? 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 3-14weeks later
(d=0.01-0.037%)"°°
Implicit bias/ Reshapes implicit associations ~ An internal meta-analysis (1=17,000 undergraduates) found that
stereotype or stereotypes using various evaluative conditioning (d=0.21) and vivid counter-stereotypes
change methods including training new  (d=0.49) briefly reduced implicit bias compared with a control
associations and engaging with  condition that did not receive any intervention, but did not
counter-stereotypical exemplars significantly reduce explicit bias (d=0.04)"” or have lasting effects
2-4Adays later (d=0.08-0.05)"°
Bias feedback Provides personalized feedback A meta-analysis found that bias feedback training improved explicit
training about biases to motivate attitudes (d=0.45), but had smaller and less consistent effects on
behaviour change behavioural intentions (d=0.06), compared with a control group
who received training unrelated to diversity’; these interventions
have not been tested in the field
Intergroup relations Intergroup Perspective- Encourage individuals to take Meta-analyses suggest that perspective-taking leads to modest

relations and
conflict®**’

taking exercises

the perspective of someone
from a different group

effects on behavioural change (g=0.23) and shifts beliefs, attitudes
or emotions (g=0.18) compared with a pre-intervention baseline'®®

Intergroup

R Relationship- Facilitate intergroup contact A meta-analysis suggests that imagining an interaction with
contact™= building between groups by inviting someone of a different race has a small effect on explicit attitudes
exercises employees from various (d=0.12) across studies (mostly with college students)’
bgckgrounds to engagein Dialogue interventions modestly reduced prejudice (d=0.2)
dialogue compared with other interventions, and showed stronger
behavioural effects 1day after (d=0.31) compared with immediately
after (d=0.26) the intervention’
Cultural Equips employees with skills Online cultural competence training increased cultural self-efficacy
competency for effective and harmonious and knowledge (d=0.12) compared with a control condition that did
training cross-group interactions not complete the training; behaviour was not measured'”®
Self-regulationand  Self-efficacy®® Bystander Teaches employees how to Workplace bystander intervention training led to small gains in
goal pursuit Theories intervention intervene when they witness bystander efficacy (d=0.09) and intent to intervene (d=0.09)
of planned training bias, discrimination or measured 2weeks after the intervention compared with a
behaviour®® harassment pre-intervention baseline, but no lasting changes in attitudes
SsrEEEE 1 mgpth later (d=0.31-0.47, resu'lts are non-significant owing to high
theories®33 attrition and the small sample size)"*°

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)'"’
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)"°

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. °The effect size was calculated by the authors of the

current Review.

personalized feedback about their biases to encourage and motivate
personal change®***. When paired with training that raises aware-
ness of bias and strengthens intentions to reduce discrimination, this
approach canreduce stereotype activation and application®.

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 cooperation®*”. 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-groups”*°. Social identity
theory and self-categorization theory explain intergroup conflict as
stemming from an ‘us versus them’ mindset*.

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
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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 perspective***. 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 andimproveinter-
group relations®**°, 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 goals**°'. 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
theory™ > suggests that specific, challenging goals increase motivation
and goal attainment. Building on these insights, the theory of planned
behaviour® 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 behaviours”’,

Success in planned behaviour is further supported by self-
efficacy®®®® (the belief in one’s ability to succeed) and by ensur-
ing that the behaviours align with an individual’s beliefs, values
and previous actions®**, 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 barrierstointerven-
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 employeesto 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
beingignored in a meeting, I will help amplify their ideas by directing
attention back to them’) and reduce undesirable behaviour (for exam-
ple, ‘if 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 fromunder-represented groups and toincrease
their representation, particularly inroles, 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 behaviours®*¢’, 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 canlead to avoidance,
withdrawal and intentions to exit particular fields, organizations
orroles®7°,

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

Psychological Key theories Interventiontype Description Representative evidence
focus
Identity threat Social identity theories”  ‘Leanin’ training Empowers individuals An internal meta-analysis across six experiments showed
Identity/role conflict®# from under-represented that ‘lean in’ messages increased perceptions of women'’s
St groups to build confidence, empowerment compared with a control condition, but
ereotype threat and

social identity threat’®
Self-efficacy and

improve skills and practice
counter-stereotypical behaviours

also strengthened views that women have caused and
should fix gender inequality™®

Self-affirmation
intervention

confidence®®

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 condition'*°

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=0.332)""’

Social influence  Social learning theory®® Mentorship
and norms Social comparison programmes
theories®
Self-categorization
theory*®
Social norms®® 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)"*°

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. *The 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
belonging®*” and might also include concerns about performance
and competence, especially whenindividuals fear confirming negative
stereotypes about their group (stereotype threat)®®*”>’¢, These threats
can spill over into other workplace experiences and behaviours”,
reducing self-efficacy and confidence®®’®. Social identity threat can
be deeply entrenched, as individuals internalize domain-specific
self-stereotypes froma very young age”**’.

Individuals hold multiple social identities, and the interactions
between these identities can create conflict or tension®*. For instance,
women might see themselves asill-suited for leadership roles because
normsassociated with their gender identity conflict with those linked
to the traditionally masculine prototype of a leader®. This misalign-
ment underpins several models of inequality that focus onidentity or
role incongruence and conflict®*%%,

One common type of diversity training that is based on these
conceptsaimstoempower individuals from under-represented groups
by equipping them with psychological resources, skills and a sense of
agency. The goalistoboost confidence and encourage engagementin
career-advancing behaviours such as negotiating, self-advocacy and
applying for promotions. Often referred to as the ‘leanin’ approach®,
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 theory®°?and involve brief exercises such as written
reflections thatencourage 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 theory®, people learn
behaviours by observing and imitating others. Building on this
concept, social comparison and social-observational theories®
propose that people look to role models for guidance, aspiration and
self-evaluation®”, More generally, people learn the ‘unwritten rules’,
or norms, of appropriate behaviour by observing others, especially
members of their ownsocial groups (that is, their in-groups)°*°°, 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
members'”), which canalso influence which attributes and behaviours
arerewarded or penalized inan 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 organizations®*'°%,
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 acommonidentity (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 (forexample,
retention, representation and advancement of under-represented or
marginalized groups). Representative evidence for specific diversity
initiativesisincludedin Tables1and 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 results'®'**, Meta-analyses'®'%,
large-scale reviews'°° and multi-site laboratory experiments'”’ suggest
that diversity training can successfully foster short-term improve-
mentsinattitudes, motivation and skill retention. However, evidence
from meta-analyses'*>'°®, a field experiment with real employees'”’
and laboratory experiments'? suggests that these effects rarely lead
tothe sustained behavioural change required to meaningfully improve
organizational diversity. Notably, reductionsinimplicit bias observed
after training often rebound within days or even hours among under-
graduates in a laboratory setting'’. Longitudinal survey research of
employees across US organizations similarly shows little evidence
thatdiversity trainingincreases the representation of employees from
minority groups in managerial roles®.

When positive effects of diversity training do occur on attitudes
(and, morerarely, behaviours), they are typically context-dependent,
such that they vary by target group'’® or based on participants’
pre-existing attitudes and beliefs'°*"", 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 whenitis delivered over
anextended period, includes distributed practice (sessions spaced out
overtime), is conducted in personrather than online, combines aware-
ness and skills-based training, provides opportunities for social interac-
tionandis supported by complementary diversity initiatives (such as
organizational messages thatsignal explicit support for diversity)''%,

Moreover, diversity training initiatives can backfire, trigger-
ing reactance, decreasing diversity or leading to other unintended
consequences'? ™, For example, in laboratory research with stu-
dents and online participants, diversity training reduced sensitivity
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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 organization'"??>?**, 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 diversity'>"#3-2%,

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 success’"’*?*, 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 fields”"’*??, Scholars have described
the workplace as a masculinity contest where employees compete
for power by displaying masculine traits?****, 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 belonging®"*.

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
values'*>?”°, 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
quo®®. Employees in inclusive organizational climates are less likely

todiscriminationamongindividualsinthe 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 place™*", Evidence from laboratory studies
of MBA students and fully employed individuals shows that bias aware-
ness training canalsoinadvertently exacerbate stereotype expression
and discriminatory behaviour by unintentionally signalling that
biases and stereotypes are normative and therefore permissible'”.
Finally, evidence from laboratory studies of undergraduates® and
field surveys of employees across US organizations®"*"" 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 groups™’
or accompanied by negative outcomes such as backlash'?, increased
prejudice'” or decreased diversity™.

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

to resist diversity training because they see it as aligned with the
organization’s core goals rather than as an external imposition'%%',

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
women?*, 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 fields'®®. 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 essential®*.

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
culture'®*?**, 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.

explicit attitudes’ but limited and inconsistent effects on behaviour’.
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
overthe past 20 years’, despite leading to only modest improvements
in explicitattitudes and behavioural intentions”?*'* with little impact
on implicit attitudes™, 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 directly”?’. 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 change’. 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 action*”',
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Finally, implementation intention interventions reduce implicit
bias compared with a control condition in laboratory settings'®'**!>,
buttheseinterventions have not beenwidely tested in the workplace.
The limited research that exists has not found them to be effective in
decreasing gender bias in promotion decisions'?, although they have
been shown to be effective for more general behavioural and habit
change in other domains'>?%, There is limited research evaluating
bystander training and cultural competency training in workplace set-
tings. The evidence so far from both laboratory experiments'” and field
surveys"’ suggests that these interventions can produce short-term
improvements in attitudes, skill-related efficacy and intentions, but
these effects fade over time”***°, Few studies have examined actual
behavioural outcomes™; 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 measures'*. Additionally, some
evidence indicates that bystander training can reduce sexual harass-
ment compared with receiving no bystander training, particularly in
college and medical settings™*"*,

Effectiveness of target-focused initiatives

Evidence on the effectiveness of target-side initiatives is also mixed'.
Although such initiatives are quite common (especially ‘lean in’-
style training), rigorous empirical evaluations remain limited. Some
research (primarily conducted using student samplesin the laboratory)
suggests that women'’s confidence might improve when they adopt
a gender-neutral outlook™®, develop a growth mindset towards
agentic behaviours and roles"*, reject negative stereotypes and
engage in self-affirmation**°, 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, aself-affirmationintervention attenuated the
gender gap in performance between male and female MBA students™’.
Affirmation-based interventions might also facilitate social norm
change, which might foster equality over time'*’,

Furthermore, encouraging women to adopt self-promotional and
career-advancing behaviours might expose themto unintended career
penalties®. Seminal research on prescriptive stereotypes shows that
women andindividuals fromracial 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 not'**'**, 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 femininity'*. Furthermore, ‘lean in’ messaging can unin-
tentionally shift the responsibility for both creating and mitigating
gender inequality onto women themselves'*, 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
beenstudied 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 rates®'°®, Outside
organizational settings, field experiments among college students
suggest that peer mentorship canimprove retention and experiences

among under-represented groups'”’, but suchinitiatives have not been

tested inworkplace 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
identities'*'*; however, evidence of theirimpact on behavioural out-
comes or representation is limited and inconsistent®, and large-scale
quantitative evaluations of their effectiveness are scarce’.

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
inattitudes’ rather than observable behavioural outcomes. Although
attitude changeis animportant metric, it does not necessarily translate
into the sustained behavioural shifts required to improve diversity
outcomes. Echoing previous reviews”'%*, we find that only asmall pro-
portion of studies assess behaviour change, and even fewer examine
long-termbehaviouralimpacts. This lack of focus on long-term behav-
iouralimpactsisimportant, because interventions that show promise
for shifting attitudes often fail to generate meaningful, lasting behav-
iour change'*">! — although attitude change might lead to behaviour
change, itis not aguaranteed 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
wheretheseinitiatives areintended tobe applied. Acommon but flawed
assumptionis that behaviour change stems fromstable 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 theseinterventions play animportantroleininduc-
ing change, focusing exclusively onintrapersonal 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
suchasimplicitbias, stereotypes and identity-related perceptions are
automatic and deeply ingrained, and stem from basic social perceptual
processes that are ‘hard-wired. Although individuals can try to sup-
press or override these implicit associations*>?*'*, approaches that
rely solely onintrapersonal efforts are often insufficient™?, especially
whenthey donotalsoaccountfor the broader social and environmental
forces that shape behaviour>™>,

Target-sideinterventionssimilarly oftenfocus ontheindividual by,
forinstance, encouraging women and members of other marginalized
groups to ‘lean in”**1*¢, develop their competence and confidence,
and adoptbehaviours associated withdominant groups (suchasmen,
White people or higher-status individuals)**™%, 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 factors’**'®°, such as prescriptive norms
thatdictate how certain groups are expected to behave and the penal-
ties for deviating from these expectations'**"**'*’, Moreover, evenwhen
individuals do change their behaviour, systemic and environmental
barriers often remainin place and do not diminishin 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-
cisesandin-persondiversity training that emphasizesinteraction) tend
to produce more consistent and long-lasting changes in both attitudes
and behaviours than lighter-touch interventions (such as imagined
contactor onlinediversity training modules)”'*'*>. However, these more
involved initiatives remain relatively rare in organizational settings’,
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
andintrapersonal processes —and thereforeindividual-level solutions —
reflects psychology’s orientation as a basic science that proposes and
tests fundamental mechanisms under controlled conditions with the
aimof providing ageneralizable explanation for phenomenarelated to
the human mind; psychological theories are not typically developed with
thedirectgoal of producing applied solutions. Thatis 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 phenomenarather than informing policy.

Theissue, then, lies in the challenges of translating and applying
basic psychological theories directly to organizational policy and
practice.Suchtranslation from theory to policy often skipsimportant
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 flawsin 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 organizations'®. 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,
thatis, whenindividual-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 — thatilluminate
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 changes®'°*'*, These strategies aim to
change incentives or bypass individual choice and agency altogether
to produce large-scale shiftsin 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-compliance'.

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 thatintegrates these perspectives and acknowledges their
interconnectednessis behavioural design —a growing field that draws
from psychology, behavioural economics and decision science to
understand how the design of choice environments shapesindividual
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 informationis conveyed and howincen-
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 shifts'®. This behaviourally informed approach
has gained widespread attention among academics, practitioners
and policymakers, informing policies in health'**'*’, finance'*®*'*° and
sustainability7'""",

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 x system perspective helps
to generate psychologically informed organizational solutions that
redesign decision-making environments and shift underlying systems
tofacilitateindividual 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 organizationaimingtoincrease gender
diversity amongits 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 dueto greater risk awareness, uncer-
tainty aboutleadership ability, and less overconfidence compared with
men (targetside). Theseinsights oftenlead to individual-level solutions
such as diversity training for evaluators or ‘leanin’ training for women.
By contrast, amacro-level perspective might focus on policy mandates
grounded in economic and sociological theories, such as quotas or
affirmative action”>'”,

A behavioural design approach offers a middle path that inte-
grates individual-level and system-level perspectives to generate
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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
systemicinequities.

organization-level solutions thatare grounded in psychological insights
into how individuals perceive and react to choice architecture. For
instance, it mightidentify that the promotion process requires employ-
eestooptinbyself-nominating —adecision framing that signals weak
or ambiguous norms of participation'* — exacerbating women’s
identity-based concerns and doubts**"*""”7, Reframing the promo-
tion process as opt out —where qualified employees are automatically
considered unlessthey choose not to be — can signal astronger norm of
participation by presenting participation as the default and automatic
choice”®",

Key concepts and evidence

Agrowingbody of research supports the effectiveness of such behav-
iourally informed changes inadvancing diversity goals, demonstrating
how subtle alterations to the choice environment can leverage inher-
ent psychological processes to guide more inclusive outcomes.
Forinstance, defaults capitalize on the human tendency towards cogni-
tive ease and the powerful influence of perceived endorsement'*%!,
Whenanoptionis presented as the default, individuals are more likely to
selectitowingtolow cognitive effortand theimplicit signal thatitis the
recommended or expected choice”*"””. Indeed, switching promotion
processes from optinto opt out attenuates gender gapsin participation

by signalling a stronger norm of inclusion and making participation
the path of least resistance'”.

Choice bracketing techniques (such as evaluating candidates
jointly rather than sequentially or hiring themin groups) guide evalu-
ators away from individual biases by fostering comparison effects'®.
By presenting multiple options simultaneously, evaluators are encour-
aged to compare candidates on relevant criteria, rather than mak-
ingisolated, potentially biased judgements, thereby leading to more
equitable assessments and diverse hiring outcomes'**'¥*, 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 judgements'®®. Similarly, introducing more structure (such
asstandardizing interview questions orimplementing scoring rubrics)
canreduce bias by limiting reliance on automatic, intuitive judgements,
which are more prone to bias and stereotyping'®. Instead, adding struc-
ture promotes deliberative, criteria-based decision-making, aligning
with dual-process models of cognition and prejudice?.

Similarly, pre-commitment strategies leverage the psychologi-
cal principle of anchoring, where initial information or decisions
heavily influence subsequent judgements'®"°, By requiring eval-
uators to define and commit to objective selection criteria before

Nature Reviews Psychology | Volume 4 | November 2025 | 702-717

710



Review article

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

Fig.2 | Case study. Psychology-based (individual-

level), sociology-based (system-level) and behavioural

Theoretical lens‘ and explanation

Solu‘tion

I design (individual x system-level) solutions to
the gender promotion gap whereby women are
under-represented in senior management positions.

Individual level

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

Individual x system 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

—

System level

Occupational segregation of women into jobs
that provide fewer opportunities for career

advancement or quotas

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

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

Address systemic barriers by mandating
representation through affirmative action

evaluations, pre-commitment initiatives help to anchor decisions to
these pre-established standards, reducing the likelihood of biased
post-hocjustifications and thereby promoting fair outcomes™'*,

Linguistic framinginterventions (such as using gender-neutral lan-
guageinjob descriptions) tap into theories of social identity and signal-
ling by removing cues toidentity threat, reducing perceived exclusion
and boosting a sense of belonging among prospective applicants'*.
Concrete and relatively objective language is less ambiguous, which
canincrease applications from under-represented groups by making
expectations clear and accessible'*.

Information framing can also target implicit bias and stereotype
application. For instance, masking identifying demographic charac-
teristics (suchas names) onapplication materials'” 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 hiring'*’. That said, the effectiveness of
information framing might vary depending on evaluator motivation
and organizational context'””'?®, and de-identification might limit
organizations’ ability to track or promote representational equity if
used in isolation'. Similarly, redirecting evaluators’ attention away
from potentially biasing information towards job-relevantinformation
can reduce discrimination in decisions on admissions**°.

Social norm nudges explicitly leverage the psychological
principles of social influence, including descriptive and injunc-
tive norms'°®?”, 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 asense of belong-
ingamong individuals from marginalized groups®°* Thus, individuals
might adjust their attitudes and behaviour on the basis of perceived
peer norms and leadership expectations®®.

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
forinterventions based on behavioural design).

Limitations of behavioural design

Similar to psychology-based approaches, a behavioural design
approachtoincreasing organizational diversity also comes with limita-
tions. First, theempirical evidence onits 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 populationsis 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 time?°¢2'°,

Some scholars also caution that despite its theoretical focus on
individual behaviour in context, behavioural design can still lean too
heavily onindividual-level solutions rather than system-level change,
particularly when small nudges and design tweaks leave the broader
systems that perpetuate inequality intact®'. 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.
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Table 3 | Diversity initiatives informed by behavioural design

Behavioural Definition Diversity Description Psychological Representative evidence

design principle initiative mechanism

Defaults Using the default  Opt-out framing Automatically consider Leverages cognitive In a series of laboratory and field experiments,
choice optionto  for competitive  qualified candidates for ease, norm signalling opt-out framing attenuated the gender gap
promote a desired processes advancement and other and perceived in participation in competitive selection
outcome opportunities unless they endorsement to guide  processes (such as promotions) compared with

opt out behaviour'#?” the opt-in framing condition'®’
Choice Grouping Joint evaluation  Assess multiple candidates ~ Encourages In a laboratory experiment, participants
bracketing individual choices simultaneously to promote ~ comparative thinking who evaluated a male and female candidate

together into sets

comparative evaluation

and reduces reliance

on biased heuristics,
compared with when
candidates are assessed
one ata time'®®

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 candidate'®*

Hiring groups

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

Prompts evaluators
to consider group
composition
holistically?®*"

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=0.396)185

Pre-commitment Restricting future  Pre- Evaluators determine and Promotes consistency  In laboratory experiments, participants who
options to align commitmentto commit to selection criteria  and reduces the risk pre-committed to certain, objective criteria
future behaviour  criteria before reviewing candidates  of justifying biased exhibited less tendency to shift standards to fit
with goals or judgements'® by stereotypes while making selection decisions
values anchoring decisions compared with participants in a control group

to objective criteria (d=0.40)""

Linguistic Using language Reframing Replace gendered Signals an inclusive In laboratory and field experiments, replacing

framing to alter the gendered language (such as environment and stereotypically masculine language in job
presentation language stereotypically masculine therefore boosts advertisements with gender-neutral language
of information, words) in organizational anticipated belonging increased anticipated belonging and job
without changing communications with more  and application rates applications from women and men who are
the underlying neutral but synonymous among individuals who  less aligned with masculinity compared with
choice alternatives might feel alienated by  the original job advertisement'®®

gendered language
Reframing Specify skills and Reduces ambiguity and  In laboratory and field experiments, clearly
qualifications experiences needed for makes roles feel more defining qualifications using objective and
more concretely success using concrete, accessible to members  behaviour-based language reduced ambiguity
behaviour-based language  of under-represented and increased applications from qualified
groups who might women for high-level jobs (d=0.29%) compared
otherwise consider with using generic language'™*
themselves unqualified

De-identification Masking De-identifying Omit names and Removes stereotype De-identification mitigated gender bias in
identifying application demographic information and unconscious experimental hiring tasks**° and a quasi-natural
characteristics materials from application materials bias-triggering cues'®  experiment'#%?°

from evaluators

during evaluation

Social norm Sharing Communicate Have leaders or peers clearly Leverages descriptive Classrooms at a North American university
nudging information norms that communicate and sincerely  and injunctive norms shown posters and videos where leaders
about what endorse endorse attitudes and to signal what is valued = communicated support for diversity behaved
peers or leaders diversity behaviours that align with and expected more inclusively than classrooms shown
commonly do or diversity and inclusion materials where leaders did not communicate
believe support (d=0.38%) and showed smaller
performance disparities between marginalized
and non-marginalized students (d=0.16°)""
Anchoring Shifting the Rethink rating Use less culturally loaded Disrupts biased A quasi-natural experiment at a North American
effects reference or scales scale end-points (such as cognitive anchors university showed that using a six-point
starting point a 6-point scale) to avoid and weakens implicit (versus ten-point) rating scale reduced
implicit associations between associations?*"** gender disparities in teaching evaluations
numbers such as 10 or 100 in male-dominated fields by limiting the
with gendered ideas about expression of brilliance-related stereotypes’™’
brilliance and perfection that
tend to favour men
Structuring Standardizing Structured Use standardized interview  Reduces cognitive load, Inan experimental laboratory study, structured
effects procedures and interviews scripts and scoring rubrics increases consistency interviews reduced selection bias (r=0.34)

choices by adding
structure

across candidates

and limits reliance on
subjective impressions

(for example, against overweight candidates)
compared with unstructured interviews (r=0.34)'"""

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. °The 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 diversity’.

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 shiftimportant outcomes such as representation, reten-
tion and advancement. These limitations stem, in part, from a narrow
focus onintrapersonal change and atendency 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.

Inaddition to generating practical solutions, abehavioural 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 change?”. 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 changesin attitudes or intentions and prioritize evaluating
long-term behavioural outcomes such as application rates, selection
decisions and actual representation. Moreover, existing studies that
testbehavioural 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 (suchas 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 awider 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 diversityisinarelatively nascent stage. Thus, itisstill too early to
draw firm conclusions about effectiveness, which is why we emphasize
its promise and potential only. Future researchis 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
criticalthat scholars and practitioners apply the same level of empirical
scrutiny and rigour that psychology-based approaches havereceived.

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 oramong 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 thatisrelevant toand calibrated for practice. Field trials can also
informimportant design questions?”, 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
succeedinthelaboratory fail to produce similar resultsin the field'**',
with the goal of identifying contextual moderators. For example, field
testingin 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 owingto 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 thanimposing a con-
trolling mandate'. Still, behavioural design initiatives should be seen
as complements to, not replacements for, identity-aware approaches,
which remain essential for addressing deeper, systemic inequities*.

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 fromtheory 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 application”>*°, When done thoughtfully, this translation
process notonly yields practical insights but also offers opportunities
torefine or extend theory. For example, inconsistent resultsin complex
social environments might reveal important boundary conditions.

Finally, we call for ashift 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. Assuch, expanding the scope of diversity effortstoinclude
even more macro-level perspectives (such as those from sociology
and economics) will be critical for addressing the broader forces that
shapeinequality 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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