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Factsheet: Unconscious bias
Unconscious bias refers to deeply held beliefs, assumptions, stereotypes and first impressions that operate automatically and outside our awareness. In recruitment, unconscious bias can unintentionally influence how applicants are assessed, discussed and selected.
Unconscious bias can be linked to personal characteristics such as age, gender, cultural background, disability, education, communication style or perceived “fit”. While unintentional, its impact can reduce fairness, diversity and the quality of hiring decisions.
Unconscious bias matters because it can
affect judgement and decision making at every stage of recruitment
lead to overlooking capable candidates or favouring applicants who feel familiar.
Awareness and deliberate action help ensure decisions are based on merit and not perception.
Everyone has unconscious biases. Managing them is a shared responsibility for everyone involved in hiring.
How to manage unconscious bias in recruitment
Build personal awareness of unconscious bias by:
understanding the different types and examples of unconscious bias
undertaking training to improve self awareness (Project Implicit is a free resource that explores hidden attitudes, stereotypes and biases that influence perception, judgement and action).
Plan the selection process to reduce reliance on subjective judgement by:
defining the job requirements as guideposts for assessing suitability
reviewing and modifying processes so they only collect information essential for making decisions and undertaking administration
using technology to redact personal information from applications to support objective shortlisting
using a range of structured assessments to focus on merit rather than “gut feel”.
Manage bias during hiring team discussions by:
· acknowledging similarities you share with an applicant and distinguishing personal preference or perceived cultural fit from objective, merit based suitability
· talking openly about unconscious bias and creating a safe environment to acknowledge when views may be influenced by bias rather than evidence
· recognising and addressing groupthink, for example where panel members conform to the hiring manager’s or dominant view
 
· including people from diverse backgrounds as part of the hiring tea
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· testing the reasons why an applicant could be included, not just excluded, especially if they come from a different age group, gender or cultural background to those assessed positively
· being an active and constructive contributor if biased comments arise by redirecting discussion back to the job requirements and evidence.

Common types and examples of unconscious bias
	Type
	Explanation
	Example during a recruitment process

	Affinity bias
	Tendency to like people who are similar to us or remind us of someone we like. 
This bias means we may gravitate towards applicants who we feel share our interests, beliefs and background.
	Assessors identify certain things in common with an applicant resulting in an increased sense of rapport and assumption that the applicant is:
· intelligent because they attended the same university
· qualified for the role as they share the same 
qualification
· a ‘good fit’ for the team as they are of a similar age.

	Availability heuristic bias
	Our brain using mental short cuts to make quick decisions. 
This bias makes decision making easier by drawing on emotional cues, familiar facts and vivid images we have experienced. We may take attributes of the applicant and make assumptions about them based on our recollection and experiences of a person with similar attributes.
	Lead assessor identifies an applicant has shared their birth date on their resume. The applicant is under 25 years old and the assessor remembers a previous staff member of a similar age who rarely completed assigned tasks and was eventually managed for underperformance. The assessor worries that, although the applicant has submitted a strong application, they could repeat behaviours and performance like the previous staff member.

	Confirmation bias
	Seeking and/or favouring information that confirms our beliefs or what we already think to be true rather than assessing the facts objectively.
This bias can lead to discrimination based on preconceived ideas about social group, race, sex, gender orientation, disability or age.
	At interview an applicant shares they are the parent of young children. An assessor seeks to confirm their perception that this applicant is going to need a lot of leave by asking them questions framed around their family and caring responsibilities that they do not ask other applicants.

	Endowment effect bias
	Tendency to assign more value to objects or resources that we own compared to those belonging to someone else.
This bias could mean the skills and characteristics of current staff are valued more than considering new talent.
	An applicant is applying for a role they are currently working in. The lead assessor has a direct working relationship with the applicant and values their contribution to the role. Another applicant has the same skills, experience and abilities but the assessor does not give these the same consideration or recognition as the current staff member.

	Conformity bias
	When members of a group make decisions and behave like those around them rather than using their own personal judgment (sometimes referred to as groupthink).
This bias means a person may change or not voice their own opinions to avoid conflict and maintain the perceived group views. 
	An assessment panel includes a senior executive manager, long term manager and junior staff member. Both managers share the same opinion about an applicant which the junior staff member does not agree with. The junior staff member does not discuss their differing opinion as they want to avoid conflict.

	Halo effect bias
	Overall positive impression of someone because of one or more of their qualities or traits.
This bias puts too much positive weight or judgement on a trait, characteristic or quality which may influence the assessment of an applicant and lead to assumptions they are suitable for the role rather than relying on objective factors.
	An applicant has the same skills, experience and ability as another but, after an assessor notes they graduated from a highly reputable university, some or all of the assessors now view the applicant in a more positive light and more suitable for the role.
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