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THE PSYCHOLOGY OF DISCRIMINATION
Research shows that individuals are fundamentally biased to favour
people similar to them and biased against those that are different.
This can lead to significant challenges for organisations striving to
create inclusive workplaces where all employees feel valued and
treated fairly. In this article, Binna Kandola explains the
psychological theories of discrimination and how it manifests in the
work-place.
A major factor in how people behave towards others is their membership of different
social groups. Employees not only bring their knowledge, skills and experience to work,
they also bring multiple group or social identities, such as race, gender, faith, or class.
While seemingly irrelevant to the work context, the mere presence of such differences can
lead to discrimination. Social Identity Theory suggests that as individuals we are
motivated to feel positively about ourselves. Consequently to acquire a positive sense of
self we view other people as either members of our ‘In-group’ – those with whom we share
similar characteristics, or ‘Out-group’.
This division of the world into ‘In-groups’ and ‘Out-groups’ helps satisfy our needs for
identity and self-worth. According to the Similarity-Attraction Effect, surrounding
ourselves with similar people avoids challenges to our beliefs, values and view of the
world, even when such views may be narrow and stereotypical. This helps us feel secure.
The ‘In-group’ becomes a source of reinforcement for our beliefs as well as pride. ‘Outgroups’ inform us of who we are not, and by seeing ourselves as better than members of
our ‘Out-group’, help raise our sense of self-worth.
Social identity has powerful consequences for employees through its effects on
relationships and social networks. The simple presence of group differences can lead to
inter-group competition and prejudice. To distinguish favourably our ‘In-group’ from a
relevant ‘Out-group’, the ‘Out-group’ is subject to pervasive negative stereotyping. These
stereotypes can lead to negative behaviour towards ‘Out-group’ members which may, in
turn, draw out behaviour by ‘Out-group’ members that confirms the ‘In-group’ initial
stereotypes. Consequently the ‘In-group’ initial negative stereotypes are reinforced and
effectively become a self-fulfilling prophecy.
This tendency is exaggerated by a bias in how individuals interpret the behaviour of others
– known as the Ultimate Attribution Error. People tend to attribute positive behaviour by
members of their ‘In-group’ to innate ability, and negative behaviours to the situation in
which they found themselves. This is reversed for ‘Out-group’ members, where positive
behaviour is attributed to external causes and negative behaviour blamed on the
individual.
This can exert powerful effects on organisational decision making. For example, while the
promotion of a majority group employee is likely to be seen as down to their ability
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(internal), the promotion of a minority employee may be seen by the majority group as
due to positive discrimination (external).
Prejudice can also result informally from the friendships and social networks that emerge
in an organisation. The formation of ‘In-groups’ and ‘Out-groups’ can influence who has
access to informal sources of information and other resources needed to perform a job.
Individuals who are different from the majority in the organisation can be excluded from
these informal relationships. This can be especially difficult for those employees in a
particularly small minority which is sometimes defined as 15% or less of the total
workforce. In these circumstances, they may be seen as symbols or ‘tokens’ of a particular
group rather than as individuals. Other employees are likely to create boundaries based on
an exaggerated sense of the differences between themselves and the ‘token’ individual,
leading to feelings of detachment along with perceptions of exclusionary treatment. This
can act as a significant barrier to the retention of minority staff for those organisations
seeking to achieve a more diverse workforce.
The psychology of discrimination highlights that individuals are predisposed to favour
those similar to themselves at the expense of others. This is not necessarily down to any
malicious reason, or even consciously, but is rather a natural extension of our needs for
identity, self worth and security. The challenge for organisations is to develop a climate
where diversity is valued and cooperation encouraged, while sharing an important,
common sense of purpose that unites all employees.
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