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workplace

The Limitations

of Language

HOW UNCONSCIOUS BIAS PERVADES LANGUAGE

AND HINDERS ADVANCEMENT

By Jane Grffith
noonscions biss is pesistent and cec, pervading our
daily interacrions even when we think we've controlled
for it. This is not a new phenomenon or research area.
In 1952, The Bosron Symphony srarred conducting blind
audirions 48 an atcempt to address gender bias in hiring, In che
inirial srages of the experiment, The Boscon Symphony asked
musicians to audition from behind a screen to conceal cheir gen-
ders. However, males were still selected more frequentdy than
women uncil che musicians were asked to remove their shoes
Whyr Adjudicarors had unconsciously voted againsr female musi-
cians afrer hearing their high heels on che foor as chey enrered
the room. The lesson was thar the unconscions brain Ands ways
to enable bias, even when weve cecenaibly pone o grear lengths
to overnde ic.

Today, gender bias affecring hiring continues to be present in
the workplace and researchers are now looking ar the use of lan-
guage as an enabler of this. Our use of language can limic gender
diversity in the workforce, from hiring, to assessments, to ter-
minations. Biased language can be found in ewerything from job
postings, to candidare screening processes and resumé and per-
formance reviews, perpetuating the status quo inside industries,
companies, funcrions and roles.

WHY THE WORDS YOU USE MATTER

A recent Harvard Basiness Review piece found chat individuals
tend to use langnage to describe people in ways thar support tra-
ditonally held stereotypes and beliefs. The arricle addresses the
different words used to desceibe male and female leaders. This
smdy found chat women noc only had fewer positve descriprors
(four o men's 10, they also had six times the number of negative
descriprors (12 to men's two). However, the words themselves
were also very powerful. The cop positive female words were
‘compassionare” and "enthusiastc” while the words for men were
“analyrical” and “comperent.” These words can hawve harmful con-
sequences for women as the male words align more dosely wirh
business language and descriptions for ideal candidares in many
senior executve pales.

Research also shows that anocher powerfiul example of bias can
be sten in how we process the cradidonal male versus female wodce.
In anincerview with Fast Company, Seanford University linguiscics
profeasar, Meghan Sumner, discussed numerous srudies that she
conducted which uncovered how listeners make social judgements

THE TOP POSITIVE FEMALE

WORDS WERE “COMPASSIONATE”
AND "ENTHUSIASTIC,” WHILE

THE WORDS FOR MEN WERE
“ANALYTICAL" AND “COMPETENT.”

about a speaker based on voice Sumner found thar even when a
female woice is defined as “rrustworchy, clear and comprehensible,”
thar voice receives leas credence when compared wicha mans woice.
Conversely, a male woice that is initially defined as "unreliable” or
“lacking in intellipence,’ receives an upgrade when compared to a
womans voice

UNCONSCIOUS GENDER BIAS HINDERS

HIGH PERFORMERS

In her arcicle on gender bias in peformance reviews, behavioural
scientist and lawyer Paola Ceochi-Dimeglio asseres cthar in a per-
formance review, women were 1.4 imes more likely chan men to
receive critically subjective feedback (as opposed to either positive
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