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CHAPTER 5

What if Bias Keeps 
You from Being 
Effective?
Increasing Influence 
in Difficult Contexts

Contributing Author: Greg Pennington, Ph.D.

3
First, collect

the data

4
Distill

the data

5
What if

there’s bias?

6
Do you still

want this job?

7
Make a

new plan

8
Work your

plan

9
Now, look
for more

Something just happened to you. It may have been one or more of the fol-
lowing things. Someone called you Pat, though your name is Lynn. You 
offered a contribution to a team discussion that was met with silence just 

before someone offered a strangely similar contribution that was met with head 
nods and affirmations. Instead of getting the performance and development 
feedback you expected, the feedback was surprisingly critical or frustratingly 
void of suggestions for improvement. Your feedback seemed even more criti-
cal when compared to others whose performance numbers seemed subpar 
compared to yours, and others who at least received constructively critical 
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72  CHAPTER 5   What if Bias Keeps You from Being Effective?

feedback. You were offered a role with expanded responsibility, it came with 
an interim title, though you were convinced that someone took on a similar 
role with what appeared to be the same experience but with a permanent title. 
Once you were promoted to VP your administrative assistant asked if you had 
ordered your company car—which no one had mentioned.

Do organizations discriminate? Yes. Individuals and leaders do so as well. 
Is it against you? Perhaps. If there is a need to make a choice between one 
person and another, you have to somehow identify a difference and make a 
decision. If you are working to reach a higher level in an organization, there 
are fewer opportunities than there are candidates, and decision-makers have 
to discriminate between one candidate and another. The question would not 
be whether or why discriminate, it would be why me? Why us? Why now? 
It is important to recognize that there is a need for an organization to make 
decisions that differentiate one choice from another. It is also important to 
recognize that discriminating between individuals and groups is different 
than discriminating against a person or a group.

Knowing what the organization wants and needs is a critical component 
of being an effective leader. Deciding what you are willing to give up to be a 
part of the organization is a critical personal decision. Asking for what you 
want is an option with accompanying personal and professional risks.

We are often alternating between an integration about what we know, 
think and feel in general and what we know, think, feel and wonder about 
specific situations. Even if you believe there is a high probability that an orga-
nization discriminates against a defined population, the question for us in this 
chapter is whether this particular organization is discriminating against you.

Because you are wondering whether you want to invest your time, effort 
and other things, like your identity, you want to know both what is true, as 
well as what choices you have in response to it.

How would you test any hypothesis regarding discrimination? The first 
question is, “Is it me?” You need to know if you are qualified and doing what 
you can to control the things you can. The second question is, “Is it my boss, 
my peers, my team?” The situation may be more individual if they approach 
others unlike you in the same way, or if they approach others like you in the 
same or different ways? The third question is, “Is it the organization?” One 
source of data is how people like you are represented in all areas and at all 
levels. Another is whether the successful people like you are seen as excep-
tions to the rule (for example, not like those other Blacks, or more like a man 
than a woman).

There is data to support the impression that something is likely to serve 
as an obstacle against Black American leaders, specifically in corporate orga-
nizations. A recent Korn/Ferry study based on interviews of 500 corporate 
P&L leaders identified five headwinds.i The significance of investigating a 
population of P&L leaders is to test the assumption that when you are able to 
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Demonstration  73

measure results, the value of other variables of discrimination are reduced. “I 
delivered the goods, I hit my numbers. That’s all that should matter!”

There are five related approaches leaders can take to address what may 
be experienced as unfounded, unfair, overlooked, or stereotypic dimensions 
of categories of differences. Though the strategies are presented as discrete 
options and in a specific sequence, it is more accurate to consider them as 
an interrelated, sometimes coordinated, sometimes not, array of strategies 
or areas of focus. The areas of focus to consider are: (1) Calibration, (2) 
Information, (3) Demonstration, (4) Negotiation, and (5) Transformation.

Keep in mind that the complexity of any situation increases the likelihood 
that multiple explanations and some interplay of a variety of strategies 
are at play.

Calibration
The primary emphasis in calibration is to find a way to validate what you are 
experiencing by comparing it to other reference points. These include other 
experiences of your own and comparisons to experiences of others. It is pri-
marily an internal process and provides a foundation for the other areas of 
focus. The power of calibration is in how it influences your framing of the 
situation and your personal responsibility for it.

Information
The focus on information emphasizes the importance of gathering additional 
sources of data and broadening the context of your experiences. It also pro-
vides perspective about individual, leader, and organization patterns and 
impacts. It is a shift from a primarily internal process to one that is external in 
its accumulation of data and in its sharing of data. The power of information 
is in how and with whom you share it.

Demonstration
The focus on demonstration is an emphasis on proving you can perform at 
a level expected of you by the organization. It is also an effort to eliminate 
the possibility that others and the organization can use failure to perform as 
a justification for discrimination between and/or against you based on that 
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74  CHAPTER 5   What if Bias Keeps You from Being Effective?

variable. Demonstration is an external process, and its power is convincing 
yourself and others that you are willing to be judged on the essential need of 
the organization to deliver results.

Negotiation
The emphasis of negotiation is leveraging the areas of calibration, information 
and demonstration to align what the organization needs and wants with what 
you need and want. It is clearly an external process and certainly an interac-
tive one. The power of this area of focus is in connecting changes in behavior 
to observable outcomes.

Transformation
Transformation represents the fifth area of focus and emphasizes the oppor-
tunity for you as a leader to change others and the organization. It takes 
advantage of the degrees of influence accumulated through the previous 
stages. As both an internal and external process, it derives its power from 
you being genuinely committed to changing others, being in a position of 
interpersonal and organizational influence to do so, and effectively engaging 
others in the process.

Let’s walk through examples of leaders utilizing each of these areas of focus.

Calibration
This first area of focus is a relatively low-risk strategy when viewed in terms 
of how the organization might react to your efforts. This focus on calibra-
tion includes a tremendous amount of self-reflection. It covers cross-checking 
your experiences with others in a variety of dimensions including dimensions 
of difference. Does this happen to all new employees, to everyone who is 
assertive? Does my manager challenge everyone in the same way? Does it 
only happen to women, or people of color? Is it more likely to happen to one 
group compared to another?

Something happens that causes me to pause and wonder what happened? 
You will see in the following case that it took a while at significant cost to cali-
brate her experience with other credible reference points. It seems simple when 
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you are not the one involved, but it can be extremely difficult to ask the critical 
question, “Is what happened to me something that happens to others like me?”

Ann wanted to build her own company in the heavy construction industry. 
She knew at the time a female in the construction business would be rare. She 
also knew that success in any business was significantly determined by the 
effort one was willing to intentionally direct to that success. She put in the 
effort. When she failed to get awarded a contract, she put in even more effort. 
She worked the technical parts of the process and increased her time and 
efforts to build and leverage the relationship drivers for success. Each time she 
failed she increased her effort, taking full responsibility for her successes and 
failures. As her business became stagnant and then plummeted, her efforts 
remained steady but her explanation of success and failure shifted from a con-
fident “I can do this” to a self-defeating expression of “Maybe I am not cut out 
for this.”

Ann did not believe the construction industry discriminated against her 
on the basis of gender. She ignored the data that suggested the odds were 
against her. She failed to direct enough energy and efforts to getting feedback 
about how her experiences compared to those of others on the key dimension 
of gender. Ann was also so committed to being solely judged on her merits and 
results that she refused to see or believe that there may be other explanations. 
She trusted what she had always relied on would continue to yield the same 
results they had in the past. If she worked hard, she succeeded. If she failed, it 
was because she had not worked hard enough or was not capable. Ann grew 
more and more frustrated and then depressed.

You will see in Ann’s story that there is a risk of not calibrating. However, 
overlooking the real obstacles in the environment can result in wasted effort, 
and you as a leader unfairly criticizing your own performance and underlying 
capability.

Eventually, Ann found a reference point in another woman who served 
as a sounding board. Her peer listened to Ann and challenged her belief that 
the only thing that mattered was results. She also supported her. Asking the 
question, “Does this happen to others like me?” is critical. Asking it of a cred-
ible reference source is essential.

Information
The second strategy or area of focus, information, is a bit riskier for you 
because it involves gathering data about discrimination and presenting it to 
someone else. One of the key questions in this approach begins with “Are you 
aware of. . .?”
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Byron was a member of the executive leadership team in a business unit 
of a global manufacturing enterprise. He believed he had a realistic perspective 
about what he could and should take responsibility for. He was also sure about 
what still remained as unnecessary obstacles based at least in part on the fact 
that he was a Black American male.

Byron had also worked in all three of the business units. A consistent 
theme in his feedback over the years had been that he was too direct and intim-
idating, a common piece of “feedback” to black men. It often included that he 
was not as sensitive as he needed to be to the teams he inherited, coming across 
as pushing for solutions before understanding the problems or their history. 
He was also considered to be trying to move too fast to turn things around. 
Byron felt, justifiably, that he was not fully supported by his current manager. 
Though Byron held several different roles as he moved from one business 
unit to another, they included interim assignments and were primarily lat-
eral moves.

When he raised questions about his current role and previous roles, 
including about his relationships with his managers, he considered it to be 
an obvious matter of how he could become a member of the “good ol’ boys.” 
He also wondered what influence his race and direct style contributed to his 
sense of not being fully utilized. Byron devoted substantial effort to identifying 
what he did and how it contributed to how he was perceived and how his 
performance was assessed. It was still important for Byron to understand how 
his experience could be explained in a broader context. He was clear that gath-
ering information and insight would help him appreciate the probability of 
his changes in behavior having a positive impact on his current situation and 
overall career.

Byron had access to multiple sources of information gathered over years of 
experience in the company. They included a widespread network, both within 
and outside the company. The information he gleaned was that there were 
key assignments, career-accelerating assignments, that contributed to some 
decisions. He knew he had to be intentional about positioning himself for 
those assignments. He also learned that there were differential inclusion rates 
of people of color in some businesses, along with different rates of succession 
and retention.

Byron also recognized the need to continue taking ownership of chart-
ing his career path. That decision was relatively low-risk. He also saw both an 
opportunity and a risk in sharing his information about differential rates with 
human resources.

Byron eventually took an overseas assignment, based on information that 
global experience was one additional variable in decisions made. It also moved 
him out of a line of business that he was convinced had a weak track record of 
promoting persons of color.
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Demonstration
Curtis was one of three likely successors to CEO. He was the only Black 
American. With degrees from Ivy League undergraduate and business 
schools, and successful posts at a preeminent management consulting firm, 
Curtis had built his career through increasingly expanded finance roles in 
Fortune 100 companies.

When I met Curtis and worked with him, he was serving as CFO for a 
Fortune 100 company and was openly considered as one of three likely succes-
sors to the CEO and company founder. The Chair and the Board were reason-
ably transparent that Curtis and the other business Presidents were comparable 
candidates to become CEO. At one juncture, Curtis understood why the Board 
wanted him to run one of the major lines of business in order to demonstrate 
responsibility and capability for a major Profit & Loss center. Curtis accepted 
the role and challenge and performed well.

While Curtis was in this role one of the other candidates issued what was 
perceived by the Chair and Board as an ultimatum: “Make me CEO or I am 
likely to leave.” He was given the role, quickly failed and left the company. The 
other candidate struggled in his business, while Curtis’ business continued to 
perform reasonably well.

Soon after the first candidate had failed and left the company, Curtis 
pressed the question of whether he was now the leading candidate. He was 
told his business was not considered to be performing well enough to separate 
him from the other candidate based on performance alone, and there may be 
value in him attending a Harvard Executive Education program. Curtis left 
that meeting and said aloud to no one in particular: “What does a Black man 
have to do to be CEO here?!?”

His frustrated comment was overheard by a peer, shared with SVP-HR 
and the CEO, and over the course of several closed-door discussions, became a 
point of significant concern. Key stakeholders, influencers and decision-mak-
ers wondered among themselves: “I did not know he felt that way”; “Would he 
be the right choice?”; “Is it always going to be about race with him?”

I asked Curtis about his hallway comment and the ripple of conversations 
it stirred. He said:

No Black person gets to this level in corporate America without rec-
ognizing there is a Black tax to pay. You are better off assuming you 
have to do more than others to even be in the game. Every now and 
then, you get frustrated and need to call it out. Once I did that, I was 
back on track. Yes, I should not have said it out loud and yes somebody 
should have asked me directly what was going on. Bottom line, one 
way to deal with all of this is to overperform.
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Curtis eventually became one of the few Black CEOs of a Fortune 100 
company. Curtis and others would consider this a happy ending. He and other 
Black senior leaders of major corporations still reflect on what they could have 
accomplished without the headwinds and extra hurdles they encountered 
along the way.

Do organizations discriminate against people of color and women by 
asking more of them? The research suggests yes. The individual stories remind 
us that the experience is real. What power or influence do you have to address 
this expectation, this discrimination, that sets the performance bar higher for 
some than for others?

Simply stated, if you know there is a tax, as Curtis described it, you can 
decide to pay it. Once you become a tax assessor or tax collector, you may have 
a different degree of power or influence you can use to change the formula.

Negotiation
Nigel was convinced that his boss was discriminating against him. Nigel led 
a global wealth management fund that generated significant profits to the 
investment bank and exceeded expectations each year. He had moved steadily 
upward, and with expanded responsibility in the financial institution was at 
least on a par with his peers. He understood, and explicitly acknowledged and 
accepted, that being one of the first of his color in every role meant that he 
had to exceed expectations to counter any doubt others had of him. He needed 
to focus on his performance in order to mitigate the propensity for others to 
undervalue his results. Nigel still insisted that he was not fully accepted and 
that he was likely to always be treated differently because of his skin color. 
The fact that he was the only person of color in his group further solidified 
his belief.

I asked Nigel if he had tested his assumptions. I also asked if he would 
share what still convinced him he was being discriminated against and what 
difference it made to him now and in the future. This is how Nigel answered:

When we meet as a team, the senior partner of the group greets each 
of us by name. “Good morning Jim.” “Welcome Tom.” But he usually 
greets me by saying “What’s up Slick?” I let it wash over me the first 
few times, but since it kept bothering me, and he kept doing it, I asked 
if he noticed how he greeted me differently from others. He said “Yes. 
Is there a problem?” I responded, “Yes, it bothers me. Why do you do 
it?” He said it was because of the way I dressed and that it shouldn’t 
bother me. I replied, “I don’t think I dress any differently than others. 
I would prefer you call me by my name.” He insisted he didn’t mean 
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any harm by it and told me I should not be so sensitive. I knew then 
that he was not going to change. I wondered how many times he would 
think that anything I achieved was because I was “slick!”

Nigel left the company two weeks later to join a competitor. His judge-
ment was that either the company or his boss had some need to discriminate, 
and that he had few chances for success in this organization. When asked a 
few weeks later about his decision to leave, Nigel shared that he felt he needed 
to make sure he had done all he was willing to do to make the situation at 
least tolerable. He had deliberately confronted his manager with how he felt, 
and wanted to know what his manager was willing to change in his behavior. 
Nigel thought and felt that once he had made a clear offer and request, and his 
manager had refused to offer any changes in return, there was nothing left to 
negotiate.

It is not uncommon for leaders in organizations to act surprised that 
employees decide to leave the company. They may also exclaim that if they had 
known the person was a retention risk, they might have been able to convince 
them to stay. It has also not been uncommon in my coaching of Black execu-
tives for them to wonder whether they had done all they could in the area of 
negotiating before they decided to leave.

Transformation
Melvin was on the high potential list for a large public utility. His next step was 
to become an officer of the corporation. Having spent all of his professional 
career in the industry, he understood and accepted that he would find him-
self in roles and situations in which he would likely be one of the first or few. 
Having grown up in a working-class family and being the first in his family 
to graduate from college, Melvin had close ties to the community in which he 
was raised.

Throughout his career Melvin was adamant about doing things in a way 
that was true to how he saw himself. He was smart, analytical, direct, results-
driven, sometimes intimidating, and a Black male. At this point in his career, 
under consideration to become an officer, he was stuck because he felt in tak-
ing this next move, he would have to become less Black. His family and friends 
back home seemed to confirm his fears, suggesting he would have to sacrifice 
that part of his self-identity in order to fit in the role and expectations of a cor-
porate officer for a public utility.

Melvin’s transformation included testing his assumptions about what 
he would have to sacrifice. He realized that he had been steadfast and true 
to himself as he navigated his career. He also recognized that conscious and 
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unconscious instances of bias may have contributed to him exaggerating some 
of his behaviors. He was able to sort out when his behavior was driven by a 
need to prove his decisions were right and when it was driven by a need to 
improve a decision. While Melvin wrestled with how to integrate his self-iden-
tity and corporate identity, he also understood that at this next level he would 
have additional influence and power to make a difference in how the organi-
zation managed diversity.

Melvin ultimately retired as president of a major utility. He took pride in 
the Black leaders and employees he mentored in overt ways, and many others 
he had sponsored out of the spotlight. He was true to his directness in using the 
power of his position to demand more diversity in recruiting sources and set 
high expectations that candidate and succession slates included diverse candi-
dates. When asked directly how he had reduced the headwinds for other Black 
employees and leaders, he also noted how he had helped shape a peer circle of 
other black American leaders in the company, across other businesses, and in 
several professional associations. In recognition of his family roots, he referred 
back to traditional assertion that “to whom much is given, much is expected in 
return.” There is a responsibility that comes with power and influence.

* * * * *

You have taken your share of responsibility to calibrate your thoughts, feel-
ings and reactions to believing you are being discriminated against. You took 
another step to not only gather additional information but to also share and 
use that information to help others remove blind-spots and better appreciate 
the impact of their behaviors on fully utilizing all their available resources. You 
went further to demonstrate that you could meet and exceed the explicit and 
implicit expectations others had of you, and used that level of performance as 
a basis for negotiation about what you were willing to do and what you would 
ask of others. You may have also found yourself in a position or role in which 
you were able to focus on the transformation of yourself, colleagues, peers and 
others, and even the broader organization, to make changes.

Throughout all of this you may still have found yourself believing the 
organization continues to discriminate against you. Along the way you may 
have exercised appropriate legal options. Whether you have felt or seen any 
progress at any point, you always have the option of leaving. If what the orga-
nization really needs and if what really matters to them most is to fully utilize 
all its resources, sometimes the spark that may ignite real change is the loss of 
one of those resources. You may be the person who puts a face to the fact that 
the organization is discriminating against valuable resources. Sometimes you 
may be the critical spark needed.

---------------------
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Key Takeaways
What if bias keeps you from being effective? Calibrate to validate the bias. 
Gather information to understand patterns. Demonstrate how well you can 
perform. Negotiate to align the organization’s and your own needs and wants. 
Transform others and the organization as necessary, possible, and appropriate.

End Notes
i	 Korn Ferry Institute. (2017). The Black P&L Leader: Insights and Lessons from Senior 

Black P&L Leaders in the United States. Retrieved February 7, 2021 from, https://www 
.kornferry.com/content/dam/kornferry/docs/pdfs/korn-ferry_theblack-pl-
leader.pdf
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