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Unconscious Bias in Talent Acquisition

by Claudia Neumeister

The hiring process is the first step in a candidate’s journey through an organization. The candidate is yet unknown, but we have a mental image of how/who/what he or she should be. 

It is no news that hiring the right talent is critical to a company’s success. That is why it is important to be aware of one’s own unconscious bias in order to avoid footfalls in the hiring process and to make sure that a candidate gets selected and hired for the right reasons.

“We hire the most competent candidate, regardless of his or her gender” is something that most companies claim with pride. While this may sound like a common-sense approach, it is one of the biggest footfalls in the recruitment process. Until we define what we deem competent – and WHY – we will be susceptible to our blind spot and make biased hiring decisions. Diversity and Excellence are not mutually exclusive.
It’s very rare that we meet candidates who meet all our requirements 100%. In most cases, we have to weigh the pros and cons of candidates in comparison to their competitors in the selection process and/or their future internal peers. It is during this process of comparing candidates with similar skill sets that our own unconscious bias influences our hiring decision.
In Talent Acquisition there are several factors which can promote unconscious bias. They are linked to the three main stages of the hiring process:
1. Job selection criteria/Job description

The unconscious bias starts with the position description and the person who writes it and defines the criteria. The “similar-to-me” effect plays a big part in the mental image we create when we write a position description.
Here are some elements to watch out for:
a. Too many and too specific criteria
In an effort to create a position description which only attracts “the best”, we tend to overcrowd the list of desirable criteria with specifics. This list may be the reason why you may find it difficult to create a diverse candidate short list: studies have proven that women tend to not apply to positions unless they meet 100% of the specifications, while men are more confident and apply to a position when they meet 60% of the criteria
.

Solutions: 

· Review your criteria. Are they truly relevant or are they mirroring your own value system? Can the list of criteria be shortened? Which alternatives would you accept?

· Ask a team member to review the position description. Work together on actively making the criteria more inclusive.

b. Wording may not attract diversity candidates

The language we use when creating job ads may be targeted at a male audience. Phrases like “high-powered”, “action-oriented” tend to be targeted at a male audience, while “people person” is targeting a female audience
.

Solutions: 

· Have your job description reviewed by a different person, ideally from a diversity group. How do the attributes resonate with them? 

· Actively identify criteria that are equally responsible for success in a company, such as Emotional Intelligence.

· Try and identify your blind spot. What are your preferences, what are the traits that you yourself don’t possess?

2. Candidate Shortlist

When selecting candidates to a shortlist, unconscious bias plays a big part. The “Similar-to-me” effect is of importance, as well as the “Halo/Horn” effect. 

This stage is even more vulnerable to the unconscious bias, because the person/s who select/s the candidates for you (an in-house recruiter or an agency; in large recruitment teams: a sourcer) also has his or her own set of unconscious biases. To make matters worse, they have an assumption of what YOUR bias might be and select accordingly (cf. the paragraph on performance (attribution) bias in the hiring process in Sarah Battey’s handout).
Things to watch out for:

a.
Employee referrals

Employees recommend candidates who are most like themselves and who are in their own social set (i.e. have similar traits and conform to the employee’s interpretation of “cultural fit”)
b.
Bias when screening resumes
i. Name

ii. Gender

iii. Ethnicity

iv. Age

v. Current/Former employer
vi. Education 
Both current/former employer and education are a very commonplace occurrence for the Halo/Horn effect. 
Solutions:

· Re-calibrate your own and your hiring team’s unconscious bias by changing the name/gender/ethnicity/age/employer in a candidate’s CV and observe how your perception changes

· Ask your recruitment team to present you with “blind CVs” first. Select those you see as a good fit and compare your selection with the original CVs

· Identify Hiring Managers with a low diversity hiring rate and help them

3. In-person Interviews
In addition to the “Similar-to-me” effect and the “Halo/Horn” effect, the in-person interview step of the hiring process offers the most complex set of biased decision-making.

Things to watch out for:

a. 
Primacy/Recency Effects



First and last impressions have an effect on how we judge a candidate

b.
Contrast Effect



Comparing a candidate to the previous one

c.
Cultural Noise

Failing to distinguish between answers that are socially acceptable vs. factual; candidate gives “politically correct” answers

d.
Affect Bias



If the candidate appears to like us, we tend to like them back

e.
Physical Characteristics

Apart from gender and race, physical characteristics such as weight (bias for slender or athletic candidates), beauty (bias for beautiful or attractive candidates), height (within a certain norm) as well as the candidate’s fashion sense (or lack of) have an influence on our judgement

f.
Verbal Characteristics

How a candidate speaks, has an effect on our judgment. Candidates can have a certain accent (or lack of), lisp, etc. which we may hold in their favour or against them
g.
Nonverbal Characteristics


We may interpret nonverbal cues in a positive or negative manner

h.
Stereotype Threat

Solutions:

· Create a diverse hiring committee

· Select competences which are relevant for the position and identify the behaviours connected with these competences

· Select Interview questions which focus on the competences and the behaviours which you would like to see demonstrated

· Create a catalogue of interview questions and ask the same questions to every candidate

· In your interview questions, focus on past performance: it is known to be a reliable indicator for the future performance of the candidate
· B = f(P, E): Behaviour is the combination of Personality and Environment
. In order to understand and evaluate a candidate’s behaviour in a given situation, you need to dig deep. The S.T.A.R. interview technique
 will help you.

· Problem-solving/on-the-job exercises in the interview process
Further reading:

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4128022/
https://advance.cc.lehigh.edu/unconscious-bias
http://training.hr.ufl.edu/resources/LeadershipToolkit/transcripts/Identifying_and_Avoiding_Interview_Biases.pdf
� � HYPERLINK "https://hbr.org/2014/08/why-women-dont-apply-for-jobs-unless-theyre-100-qualified" �https://hbr.org/2014/08/why-women-dont-apply-for-jobs-unless-theyre-100-qualified�





� � HYPERLINK "https://www.ncwit.org/sites/default/files/resources/ncwitchecklist_reducingunconsciousbiasjobdescriptions.pdf" �https://www.ncwit.org/sites/default/files/resources/ncwitchecklist_reducingunconsciousbiasjobdescriptions.pdf�





� � HYPERLINK "http://www.reducingstereotypethreat.org/situations.html" �http://www.reducingstereotypethreat.org/situations.html�





� � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lewin%27s_equation" �https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lewin%27s_equation�





� � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Situation,_Task,_Action,_Result" �https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Situation,_Task,_Action,_Result�
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