
 

Psychology researchers find communication
is key in reducing prejudice in workforce
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A team including two Illinois Institute of Technology associate
professors of psychology and an Illinois Tech graduate has published a
paper showing that autonomy-supportive communication is crucial in
reducing prejudice in the workplace.

Associate Professors Nicole Legate and Arlen Moller, along with Maya
Al-Khouja (PSYC '16) teamed up with researchers from the University
of Reading, Durham University, and the University of Surrey issued
multi-wave surveys to more than 1,400 British police officers and staff
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to gauge the impact of autonomy-supportive communication practices
within the context of real-world police training across a wide range of
concepts, including diversity, equity, and inclusion in the UK. The study,
which was published in the Journal of Applied Social Psychology, found
that police officers who felt their autonomy was more supported by
supervisors ultimately reported less antagonism toward diversity
initiatives.

Moller, the study's lead researcher, says the evidence-based motivation
strategies investigated in the study are designed to increase the likelihood
of buy-in, not just with individual programs but more extensively
throughout society. The goal is for people to create good training
programs to forge meaningful, lasting change by encouraging buy-in for
ongoing investment of resources and energy.

"This theory that Nikki, Maya, and I are working with as a framework
for organizing our research is called self-determination theory," says
Moller. "One of the foundations of the theory is that human beings have
evolved to have a psychological need for autonomy."

"You've got lots of employers, including police departments around the
country—around the world—that have programs in place to try to reduce
prejudice, reduce bias," Moller continues. "But there's mixed evidence
on their effectiveness, and there is even some evidence that sometimes it
makes things worse. Even with good intentions, sometimes the way
programs are implemented make people resentful, feeling that they're
being accused of something wrongly, or talked down to, or coerced into
participating. Ironically, that can lead people to behave in the opposite
direction of what was hoped for."

The team hopes that this study can lead more people to use autonomy-
supportive techniques that are less likely to draw counterproductive
backlash and more likely to garner cooperation, both in policing and
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more broadly in sectors such as healthcare and higher education. The
researchers hope that more police officers will embrace the mindset of
being a part of significant cultural changes in the way police work is
done in their communities. While the issue won't be solved easily or
quickly, the team believes that motivating cooperation from people who
are in professions where the cost of prejudice is especially high is a
faster path to progress than fighting with them.

The team hopes that this study can lead more people to use autonomy-
supportive techniques that are less likely to draw counterproductive
backlash and more likely to garner cooperation, both in policing and
more broadly in sectors such as healthcare and higher education. The
researchers hope that more police officers will embrace the mindset of
being a part of significant cultural changes in the way police work is
done in their communities. While the issue won't be solved easily or
quickly, the team believes that motivating cooperation from people who
are in professions where the cost of prejudice is especially high is a
faster path to progress than fighting with them.

  More information: Netta Weinstein et al, The role of perceived
autonomy‐supportive communication for motivating prejudice reduction
and avoiding defiant backlash within the police force workplace, Journal
of Applied Social Psychology (2022). DOI: 10.1111/jasp.12953
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