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The problem

Why decades of good intentions hasn’t fixed equitable leadership representation



THE PERSISTENT PROBLEM

Good intentions, stubborn outcomes

Despite decades of diversity initiatives, leadership selection keeps producing inequitable outcomes.

o

o

Implicit prototypes

We carry an associative shortcut — 'think leader, think male,
think majority' — that operates regardless of a candidate's
actual qualifications.

Higher stakes at the top

Senior roles combine high assessor discretion, low base rates
of diverse candidates and existing leaders, and weak
sponsorship networks.

[ .%] Australian
|~==.| National
=~ University

° Constructed criteria

Where evaluators have discretion, they redefine merit after
the fact to justify a preferred candidate.

@ The adherence gap

Validated procedures exist on paper but get abbreviated
under time pressure and cognitive load — that gap is where
bias lives.
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Why retraining minds isn't enough

Unconscious-bias training produces minimal sustained change in real selection decisions. Three reasons it underperforms:

S, o ©

Wrong model of bias Backlash risk Wrong target

Treats bias as a knowledge deficit — as if Identity-conscious mandates can trigger Tries to re-engineer minds, leaving the
awareness and knowledge alone changes resentment and/or overcorrection in decision environment that produces the bias
behaviour. majority-group evaluators. untouched.

The shift: redesign the environments in which people decide — don't just rely on retraining minds.
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Choice architecture in leadership
selection

A systematic scoping review — what works when we debias by design
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STREAM 1 - THE LEVER

What is choice architecture?

How roles are framed

The wording, defaults and signals in job advertisements and applicant
pathways.

“There is no
design-free world.”

How candidates are presented

— Bohnet (2016
( J The structure, order and visibility of the information evaluators see.

The deliberate modification of the environment in which

people make decisions, while preserving freedom of choice.

A nudge, not a mandate. .
@ How panels decide

How committees are formed, commit to criteria, and are held
accountable.




STREAM 1 - HOW WE CODED IT
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Two complementary frameworks

Every intervention was coded on the behavioural mechanism it targets and how it operates.

COM-B MODEL

Identifies WHY selection behaviour occurs

Capability
Skills in structured evaluation; knowledge of bias

Opportunity
Time, processes, panel and shortlist composition

Motivation
Commitment to fair assessment — reflective and automatic

(Michie et al., 2011)

CHOICE ARCHITECTURE TAXONOMY

Categorises HOW interventions operate

° Decision information

Alter how information is presented — without changing options
Decision structure
Arrange options: defaults, shortlist length, joint vs separate

e Decision assistance
Support follow-through: commitment devices, accountability

(Miinscher et al., 2016)
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Mapping the evidence base

A pre-registered scoping review (JBl + PRISMA-ScR), three independent reviewers, a five-criterion test for what counts as choice architecture.

4,683 21 3 0

Records screened Studies included Independent
after de-duplication (1984-2026) reviewers

Studies on disability

What the corpus looks like

57% SP;ic\gtre / corporate 52% Gender (women) 43% United States 86% ;gggShed after
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What's used most # what works best

MOST CONSISTENT EFFECTS

MOST REACHED FOR 9

Reflective motivation Constraining opportunity
+ Decision information via Decision structure

Over 60% of studies try to engage evaluators' deliberate, fairness- Pre-commitment, accountability and joint evaluation — changing
oriented reasoning, or make information more visible — telling HOW the decision is structured — produced the strongest, most
people to try to be fair. reliable gains.

The field reaches most often for the lever that works least reliably.

11
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Three key findings

Constraining discretion beats informing

Pre-commitment, accountability and joint evaluation produced more consistently equitable outcomes than information or training alone.
Joint (vs separate) evaluation raised promotions of diverse employees by ~16%.

Identity-concealed beats identity-conscious

The same accountability mechanism succeeds or backfires on framing alone. “Decide on job-relevant qualifications” eliminated bias with no
backlash; “ensure diversity” triggered overcorrection and majority-group resentment.

The conversion problem

Interventions that widen the pool early frequently fail to change who is actually hired or promoted — 'checkbox' shortlisting.
Diversifying who applies or is shortlisted does not equal appointment.

12
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Design the system, then monitor the gap

©

Redesign environments

Standards-aligned choice architecture —
pre-commitment, accountable diverse
panels, joint evaluation — beats training
alone. It's both/and, not either/or.

Frame around quality

Identity-concealed framing that positions
fairness as better decisions consistently

beats identity-conscious framing that invites
backlash.

The bridge ...
You cannot manage what you cannot see.
To monitor the pipeline, you first have to measure who is in it.

Monitor the whole pipeline

Attraction-stage wins evaporate without
later-stage redesign and continuous
measurement.

13
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Mapping careers with linked
administrative data

What counts as disability ?
Measurement choices and Australian Public Service careers
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One source under-counts

The natural starting point — the APS employment database (APSED) — only captures those for whom disclosure feels worth it.

Disclosure is shaped by workplace climate, seniority and prior
experience — so the APSED group is selected, not just smaller.

THE DISCLOSURE GAP @ A biased subset

~23%

Australian population prevalence (ABS, 2022)

Linkage is the opportunity

@ In 2025, APSED was integrated into Australia’s largest linked dataset
(PLIDA) — linking employment records to national surveys, welfare and

taxation data for the first time.

5.8%

record disability status in official HR employment database

Once we can see beyond self-disclosure, does the choice of disability
report disability in the anonymous APS census indicator change what we conclude about public service careers?

') (0) . .
1 3 A) e A new question becomes possible

15
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Disability as a process, not a state

We mapped seven PLIDA indicators onto the Nagi (1965) Disablement Model — different indicators capture people at different stages.

Active pathology Impairment Functional limitation Disability
Interruption of normal bodily Loss or abnormality of structure . . . . Limitation in socially defined
. Restrictions in performing actions . .
processes or function roles, including work
National Census National Disability Insurance Scheme — Needs assistance (National Census) and Disability Support Pension and
Chronic / mental health Applied but rejected NDIS approved APSED self-ID
Earlier stage > Later stage

Seven indicators, no commonly accepted universal disability indicator— so we use the model to classify employees, not to claim any one is 'true’.
Importantly no measure is perfect (specificity vs sensitivity trade-offs)

16



STREAM 2 - WHAT WE TESTED

.%.| Australian
|| National
- ; )
==~ University

Six hypotheses, one integrated dataset

Measurement
heterogeneity

H1

Cross-indicator correlations will be low —
the indicators capture different people

Mental-health

H4 .
exception

A disproportionately large, persistent
promotion penalty

H2 Tenure-at-level

Identified employees spend longer at each
classification level

H5 Separation

Competing mechanisms — accommodation-
lock (stay) vs stigma and discrimination (leave)

H3 Promotion

All indicators negatively associated with
promotion

H6 Wage gaps

Lower wages, largest for later-stage indicators

17
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From measurement choices to career outcomes

Cross-indicator correlations LIKE-FOR-LIKE COMPARISONS

Do the seven indicators capture the same people? (H1)

Measured across five levels in the organisational hierarchy:
APS4 (junior project officer) - EL2 (director), with rich controls:

Tenure-at-level

Who stagnates, and who exits fast? (H2, H4) Gender

Education

First Nations status
Promotion & separation — logit Non-English-speaking background
Who gets promoted and who leaves? (H2, H3, H5) Agency size and function
Length at level
Age

Wage gaps — Mincer / OLS

Who gets paid more or less? (H6)

Year

18
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Indicators are not capturing the same people

Correlations between APSED and most disability indicators are low — mostly below 0.2. There is no single latent 'disability' variable.

Chronic <> Mental health

APSED <> Chronic health

APSED <> Mental health

APSED <> Needs assistance

APSED <> NDIS approved

NDIS approved < rejected

0.12

0.09

0

0.18

1

I
I
I
I
I'
I
I
I
6
1
I
I
I
1
1
1
I
I
I
I
1
1
I
I
I
1
1
1
I
I

0.2 weak-correlation guide

0.56

WHY IT MATTERS

Which measure you pick decides
who you're looking at — and what

you conclude about their careers.

lllustrative of reported correlation ranges (APS4—APS6); the one consistently high pair is chronic <> mental health, both Census self-reports.
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Promotion down, exit up — unevenly

Relative likelihoods vs comparable peers (parity = 1.0). Two competing mechanisms split the workforce into 'stay’' and 'leave’.

Chronic health

APSED self-ID

Mental health

NDIS rejected

Disability support pension

Navy = at / above parity (no penalty) Gold = worse than peers.

PROBABILITY OF PROMOTION

0.60x

parity 1.0

VOLUNTARY SEPARATION

Chronic health 1.00x

APSED self-ID 0.78x%

Mental health 1.28x

NDIS rejected 1.20x

Disability support pension 1.60x

parity 1.0

lllustrative of the reported direction and ordering across levels.

20
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Wage gaps follow a severity gradient

Conditional annual wage gaps (full-time, full-year), after rich controls. Pervasive, and graded by severity exactly as Nagi (1965) predicts.

Chronic health - -$900
earliest

early
mid

-$4,500

mid-late

NDIS approved

DSP -$7,500

latest

Smallest gap for chronic health (earliest stage); largest for DSP (latest) — the cleanest confirmation of H6.

Mental health sits mid-magnitude, but it's an early-stage indicator, so even on wages its penalty is larger than its position predicts.
These are annual gaps; they compound across a career and into superannuation (retirement implications).

21
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Three key findings

Measurement heterogeneity is real

e Low correlations and divergent career patterns: the indicators are not interchangeable proxies for one construct.
The measure chosen changes the conclusion.

& Competing mechanisms split the group

APSED self-ID and chronic health stay (accommodation-lock). DSP and mental health leave (adverse experiences). One label, opposite dynamics.

A pervasive promotion and wage penalty and higher separation at every level — despite sitting earlier on the disablement pathway.

Mental health is the consistent exception

Stigma over severity.

22
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Cutting the beige tape

What the two streams say together — and what it means for getting government unstuck
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Diagnosis and intervention are one toolkit

DIAGNOSIS

Linked administrative data

Shows where career disadvantage (discrimination) accumulates,
for whom, and how the answer changes with the measure you
choose. Cheap, longitudinal, whole-of-workforce — ideal under
resource constraints.

INTERVENTION

Choice architecture

Redesigns how the decision is structured — pre-commitment,
accountable diverse panels, joint evaluation, quality-framed
accountability — so bias has less room to operate.

24
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Recommendations

Frame accountability around

Design the choice points Measure the whole pipeline

quality
Deliberately design pre-commitment, accountable . ) o ) _ ,
. . L. . Position fairness as better decisions, not as a Track conversion from attraction to appointment;
diverse panels and joint evaluation into leadership , o i ) : , ) :
diversity initiative, to secure gains without backlash. attraction-stage wins evaporate without it.

selection — don't rely on training alone.

Use the data you already hold Mind the measure

Linked administrative data is a low-cost Indicator choice is a policy choice. Disaggregate
diagnostic — especially powerful under resource by level and indicator; a headline target can be
constraints. met while barriers persist.

25
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Mental health and pay transparency

‘ Mental health needs specific attention

Lower promotion, higher separation and outsized wage gaps
persist despite substantial investment (in Australia).

Extend support across the whole pathway — not only those
meeting a threshold of 'socially recognised' disability.

By then much career damage is done.

‘ Monitor the disability pay gap

Disaggregated by level and indicator, it should sit alongside gender
pay-gap reporting.

The Australian linked data example is a scalable, replicable

framework for doing exactly that — the method, not just the
finding, is the contribution.

26



.| Australian
=] National
=~ University

THANK YOU

Cutting the beige tape
Measure where the system sticks. Redesign the choice points. Measure again.

Enabling leaders by disabling limits — redesigning decision environments, and measuring them honestly,
to produce more equitable outcomes.

Sharon Rosenrauch

Sharon.Rosenrauch@anu.edu.au

Joint work with David Hansell (David.Hansell@anu.edu.au) - Australian National University

Questions and discussion welcome
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