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Limiting unconscious bias - A good practice guide for recruiters1 (Sept 18) 
 
Unconscious bias occurs when our brain makes quick judgements and assessments of people and 
situations, influenced by our background, cultural environment and personal experiences.  Types of 
unconscious bias that may operate in recruitment and/ or promotions panels include: 

 Unexamined first impressions, especially in relation to ‘trustworthiness’, ‘confidence’ and 
‘competence’. Seek specific evidence for attributes you think you percieve, and be aware of: 

 Confirmatory bias (the tendency to search for, interpret, or recall information in a way that 
confirms one's beliefs).  

 Stereotyping / Implicit association. (For example, success in men being attributed to their 
own skills, success in women or BAME candidates to hard work.)  

 Affinity bias (the automatic favouring of people like ourselves).  
 
 
Limiting unconscious/implicit bias in shortlisting  

 Shortlist anonymously if possible.  

 Assess against the criteria only on information provided in the application. Ignore prior 
knowledge or hearsay.  

 Ensure you allow sufficient time for a decision. 

 Take regular breaks to limit the impact of fatigue: be aware that tiredness fosters the 
operation of unconscious biases.  

 Consider prioritising/weighting essential criteria so outcomes can’t be manipulated.  

 A points-based system can help ensure shortlisting is consistent and evidence-based.   
 
Limiting unconscious/implicit bias in interviews  

 Allow plenty of time for the interview and for discussion afterwards.  

 Allow regular breaks for panel members to reduce fatigue, especially for interviews held 
later in the day.  

 Ensure the same set of questions is used for each applicant.  

 Be conscious of body language (yours and other people’s): is it more encouraging to some 
candidates than others?  

 Ensure you do not use gendered terms when you assess candidates.  

 Make sure you use the same ‘stand-out’ adjectives (e.g. ‘excellent’, ‘outstanding’, etc.) for all 
candidates consistently. 

 Document interview decisions. Panel members should know their notes may be audited in 
the future.  

 
Limiting unconscious bias generally  

 Slow down the decision-making process –quick decisions are more susceptible to 
unconscious biases.  

 Respectfully challenge instances where you think there may be unconscious bias by asking 
the person to evidence their claims.  

 

 

1Adapted by Helen Williams for the School of Psychology, November 2017, from materials created by 
Newcastle University Staff Development Unit, 2016 and the Equality Challenge Unit’s 2013 ‘Unconscious Bias 
in Higher Education’; subsequently synopsised for more general use at Keele. 

 


