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 TO FACE AND EFFACE
Overt racism is a blunt instrument. Casual racism is harder to pin 

down, but it exists in almost every workplace. Chelsea Wallis 

looks at how it can be confronted and countered.

EVERYONE KNOWS WHAT OVERT RACISM LOOKS LIKE.  
It is when a person is excluded in some way, be it from a job, 
a home or a nightclub because of the colour of their skin or 
ethnicity. But casual racism is more insidious, less conscious 
and harder to pin down. A joke in the lunchroom that demeans 
an ethnic group draws uncomfortable laughter. Or the offhand 
manner in which a service is provided, or a line delivered without 
making eye contact. 

Anecdotal evidence suggests casual racism occurs more 
frequently than it is reported, but when an employee does decide 
to make a complaint, HR professionals have a duty to act.

Casual racism is often revealing of an offender’s unconscious 
bias. They may be unaware of what they’ve done, or that they’ve 
made a colleague feel ashamed, subordinate or incompetent.

“In terms of prevention, it’s about being more conscious of 
how words can wound and behaviours can exclude, and having 
the humility to walk in another person’s shoes,” says race 
discrimination commissioner Dr Tim Soutphommasane. “We 
need to understand [how our behaviour] can diminish another 
person’s freedom or quality of life, or in the case of the workplace, 
their ability to participate as a worker.” 

The bamboo ceiling
Casual racism remarks that go unchecked establish a work culture 
where employees feel uncomfortable, become withdrawn and are 
more likely to leave an organisation. When it’s allowed to happen 
on a wide scale, a lack of diversity is one possible outcome.

In an address last year to the Asian Australian Lawyers 
Association, Soutphommasane described ‘the bamboo ceiling’ as a 
barrier to the professional advancement of Australians of an Asian 
cultural background. 

“Recognising that such barriers exist can be the most difficult 
part of starting a conversation about diversity and unconscious 
bias,” he says. “Not everyone accepts the premise of the 
conversation.”

Nearly half of the Australian population was born overseas 
or has a parent who was born overseas, according to the 2011 
census. An estimated 10 per cent has Asian cultural origins or 
ancestry. Despite this, “such diversity is far from proportionately 
represented when it comes to positions of leadership in both the 
public and private sectors,” says Soutphommasane.

In the last 12 months, the experience of discrimination as 
reported by the annual Scanlon Foundation survey has reached its 
highest level since reporting began in 2007, says Professor Andrew 
Markus, a researcher at Monash University.

“When you break that down it becomes more alarming because 
in some groups you get 40 to 50 per cent of respondents saying 
they have experienced discrimination. It’s a huge number.”

However, only 18 per cent of Australians report individual 
acts of racism, according to the 2014 Scanlon survey. And the 
news may not be all bad. Markus is encouraged by the work of 
organisations such as the Australian Human Rights Commission 
(AHRC; see breakout story), and one possible interpretation of »

“IN TERMS OF PREVENTION, IT’S ABOUT… 
HAVING THE HUMILITY TO WALK IN 
ANOTHER PERSON’S SHOES.”

DR TIM SOUTPHOMMASANE, RACE DISCRIMINATION COMMISSIONER
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the rising number of reported incidents may be that people are 
becoming more comfortable about speaking up. But Markus 
doesn’t support the notion that the situation has substantially 
improved over the years.

“It’s difficult because you can’t ask when are we going to solve 
this problem,” says Markus. “The answer is you’re not going to 
solve it. A certain proportion of every population will be intolerant 
towards people they perceive as different to themseves. It’s always 
a work in progress.”

Validating concerns
By the time someone approaches HR with a complaint, the event 
has progressed past the informal stage where two employees can 
deal with it on their own. The main thing is to validate concerns, 
says Malcolm Fialho, senior diversity officer at the University of 
Western Australia (UWA).

“An HR professional can fall into the common ‘racial detour’ 
trap which avoids an honest, authentic conversation about race,” 
Fialho says. 

“We tend to minimise it. ‘Oh, it’s not happening. [The offender] 

is nasty to everyone in the workplace. It has nothing to do with 
you personally.’ Or, ‘You’ve just got to toughen up and get rid of 
the chip on your shoulder. Come on, it was only a joke.’”

It’s important that HR professionals listen, validate and be 
comfortable with the grey space, says Fialho. 

“I’m not saying race is always 100 per cent a factor when 
someone is maltreated, but it’s simplistic to assume it has nothing 
to do with it. Casual racism can exist somewhere in the middle.”

Even in those exchanges between peers where casual racism 
occurs, most people have a hard time saying something in the 
moment, says Winnifred Louis, associate professor of psychology 
at the University of Queensland.

“It’s often those [missed] windows of opportunity where people 
are frozen in shock and don’t know what to say,” she says. “People 
are looking around at others to see if they are the one who is 
supposed to react.

“For example, if a casually racist comment is made in a meeting 
and an individual contests the racism, the whole room is paralysed 
by anxiety at that moment. There’s a feeling of ‘Should I say 
something in support, because it clearly was racist? But at the same 
time, we need to finish this meeting because time is ticking away.’”

The AHRC and the University of Western Sydney’s Challenging 
Racism Project strongly encourage a recipient of casual racism or a 
bystander speaking out and taking a stand.

But Louis says it’s not always the easiest option, particularly in 
an office situation. If a group member does speak out, there are 
tensions and anxieties that can prevent a good resolution, such as 
leaving the whistleblower open to retaliation.

Evidence suggests the best person to address the racist remark 
is the senior ranking person in the room, she says. In terms of 
respect, they are best placed to make an intervention, shape the 
behaviour and uphold the company’s diversity culture.

“Often silence gives consent,” says Louis. “If the leader allows 
casual racism to pass, it’s a signal that it may be acceptable.”

But when a manager or executive is responsible for the 
comments, it can be doubly difficult to stand up to casual racism. 

“That would be quite brave in a meeting because it would 

“OFTEN SILENCE GIVES CONSENT. IF THE 
LEADER ALLOWS CASUAL RACISM TO PASS, IT’S A 
SIGNAL THAT IT MAY BE ACCEPTABLE.”

WINNIFRED LOUIS, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR PSYCHOLOGY,  
UNIVERSITY OF QUEENSLAND 
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5 reasons
to hire a person 
with vision
impairment

Lower staff turnover rate
A person with a vision impairment 
is more likely to show loyalty to 
an employer, giving you a lower 
turnover rate and a lower overall 
cost of employment.

Flexible, resourceful
Due to the access challenges they 
face every day, people with vision 
impairment tend to be great 
problem-solvers, �exible and 
resourceful.

Less workplace incidents
People with a disability are far less 
likely to have an accident at work 
than their peers.

More days at work
People with a disability have lower 
levels of absenteeism and use less 
sick leave than their colleagues.

Diversity = good business
A more diverse workforce will 
increase organisational 
effectiveness. It will lift morale and 
enhance productivity. In short, 
diversity is good for business.

An untapped workforce
You are looking to recruit a new
employee for your business, but what if an 
applicant is blind or vision impaired?

Understandably, you may initially question 
how they can possibly do the job that you 
advertised for – how would they read emails 
or �nd their way to work? 

You may also think, “What about 
the extra costs and the changes
that I will have to make to my
workplace?”

To alleviate your concerns, 
Guide Dogs NSW/ACT has 
developed a handy guide to
highlight the bene�ts of employing
someone who is blind or vision impaired, 
and provide solutions to common concerns. 

These job-seekers are loyal, great 
problem-solvers and can provide an
inspiration to your workforce. 

All they need is an opportunity!

guidedogsnswact

To download our free Employers’ guide for hiring 
people who are blind or vision impaired please 

visit guidedogs.com.au 
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involve violating the norm of laughing at your boss’s jokes, 
and maybe your boss is the kind of person who would execute 
reprisals against you later, assigning certain jobs or viewing you 
coldly. But standing up is the right thing to do.”

She suggests the course of action for an individual or an HR 
professional is to raise the issue privately with the offender 
to diffuse the situation. It may be that the comment does not 
represent the person’s regular viewpoint, or they’ve never had it 
brought to their attention before.

“People can be shocked and even offended if those casual 
prejudices are challenged because they’re not meant in a hostile 
way. But they are problematic and do need to be challenged. And 
it’s good if there’s a relatively straightforward way to do that 
which doesn’t involve a lot of posturing and drama.”

If the casually racist behaviour continues, there is a 
responsibility to escalate company discipline. A pattern of 
behaviour can reflect poorly on perceptions of an organisation’s 
values and the way it does business.

Courageous conversations
Experts agree the best thing to do is encourage a culture where 
employees feel comfortable coming forward.

At UWA, Fialho specialises in workshops that coach 
‘courageous conversations’ about race. He asks participants 
to acknowledge unconscious bias – the stereotypes about 
groups of people that individuals form beyond their own 
consciousness, which replicates the social hierarchy 
and influences behaviour.

“Encourage your workplace to understand 
privilege: the conditions and circumstances a 
person enjoys because he or she is a member of 
the majority group in a society at any given 
point in time.”

It’s the first step in teaching leaders about racial 
consciousness and cultural understanding, he says.

Fialho recommends UWA’s own Courageous Conversations 
program, the AHRC and departments of Indigenous affairs to 
help businesses construct policies to eliminate casual racism.

“When there isn’t a veil lifted on a lack of consciousness, you 
get ignorance and racism. If you don’t have support structures for 
minority racial staff to be proud of their heritage, to be political, 
to be conscious, to be aware, then they will not come forward.

“Everyone has the right to work and study in environments 
marked by respect, dignity and safety, that are free of 
discrimination, harassment and bullying. People work best in a 
setting marked by mutual respect, personal dignity and support, 
which utilises one’s skills and abilities and encourages further 
learning.” 

The AHRI Inclusion and Diversity Conference takes place on  
18 May in Sydney.  ahri.com.au/inclusion
AHRI workshop: Managing unconscious bias at work
ahri.com.au/bias

The Australian Human Rights 
Commission’s online assessment 
tool helps businesses evaluate 
their progress in encouraging 
diversity. It’s a key tool for 
eliminating casual racism in the 
workplace. 

Here are some of its 
recommendations:

•  Explicitly and regularly 
communicate your organisation’s 
commitment to cultural diversity 
to staff, customers and business 
partners.

•  Develop a cultural diversity 
strategy with goals.

•  Advertise for positions through 
diverse outlets. Educate and 
ensure that interview panel 
members are aware of the potential 
barriers in selection processes 
for people from culturally diverse 
backgrounds.

•  Make senior leadership and 
managers accountable for 
supporting and creating 

opportunities for staff with 

culturally diverse backgrounds.

•  Provide all employees with access to 

information and training on cultural 

diversity. 

•   Acknowledge practices and 

behaviours that demonstrate 

support for cultural diversity.

•  Assess systemic factors such as 

retention rates, promotion rates 

and discrimination complaints to 

TAKING THE TEST

identify and address the unequal 
treatment of employees.

•  Formally track your progress and 
evaluate it against your strategy using 
audits, regulatory reporting, employee 
surveys and third-party research.

The test is available on the AHRC 
website and on AHRI:ASSIST

ahri.com.au/assist/inclusion-and-
diversity


