

Essay #11
Word Count 493

Submission for The Hon. Constance Baker Motley 
Young Professional Essay Writing Competition
May 9, 2025

Bias Happens: Creating Structures That See Merit
“We don’t see color here,” the partner said, squinting at a résumé. 
“How do you pronounce that anyway?”
Bias rarely roars. It seeps. It moves in shortcuts: the quick judgment, the familiar school, the safe-sounding name. Nobody calls it discrimination. They call it instinct. 
She pitched the strategy. 
It won the case. 
“Hell of a job, Mike,” the partner said. 
He’d forgotten. 
They always hear it louder in his voice. 
Even when it’s her words. The echo in the room.
We lose talent every time we mistake familiarity for merit. Equity clears the noise so merit can rise. However, diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts fail when we treat all bias like a defect of character. It’s not. It’s ordinary. It’s lazy memory and overfamiliar rhythm. The most insidious bias is the one we don’t realize. 
The work is not to feel bad about it, it’s to build structures that resist it. Often, bias is our brain taking a shortcut, so the smartest thing you can do is to slow down and check the map. Pause long enough to ask what’s shaping your judgment: in hiring, staffing, in giving credit, or assigning blame. That awareness is essential, but alone insufficient. It must be anchored in structure, consistency, and accountability. Equity requires more than good intentions.
First, systems must replace intuition in hiring.
Define your criteria before the résumés. Blind what can be blinded. Use second reviewers. Make the process boring and consistent. If you're deciding who gets a career-launching role, and you’re doing it by feel, you’re not selecting for excellence -- you’re selecting for comfort.
Second, build institutional memory for contribution.
Credit drifts without discipline. Ideas get assigned to the loudest voice in the room, or the last person to repeat them. Track input. Debrief as teams. Attribute clearly. If you don’t build a ledger, the system will default to hierarchy and bias. And people will leave, quietly.
Third, require transparency in pipeline data.
Who gets hired? Who gets promoted? Who keeps leaving? Publish anonymized numbers or at least consider them. You don’t have to fix it all at once. But if you’re not measuring it, you’re not serious.
Fourth, audit who gets opportunities, not just who gets hired.
Look at who’s getting the lead, the trial seat, the client call. Not once, but as a pattern. Is it really merit-based, or just familiar?
None of this is revolutionary. It’s just what Judge Motley did in harder times. She didn’t wait for fairness to emerge naturally. She forced the system to look at itself. She challenged bans, rewrote rules, refused to accept that tradition was the same as justice. She didn’t aim for applause, but impact.
Diversity, equity, and inclusion do not succeed because someone gives a good speech. They succeed when the shortcuts are slowed, the defaults disrupted, and the best people, all of them, are finally seen. 
It’s not loud work. But it holds.




