
 

   

 

Best practice tips for ethical recruitment 

As an employer, your hiring decisions have a huge impact on the lives of both successful 

and unsuccessful candidates. Although very few of us actively discriminate against 

others, almost everyone is prone to unconscious bias. There are legal requirements in 

place to guard against this, but they are not always sufficient to ensure that recruitment 

practices are ethical.  

Treating all candidates with respect, transparency and fairness throughout the 

recruitment process is not an easy task, so we’ve put together some practical tips to 

help you. These cover: 

1. Job advertising 

2. Reviewing applications 

3. Interviews 

4. References and background checks 

5. Candidate selection 

6. Data protection 

It’s important to have a robust recruitment process in place that helps to ensure you 

evaluate all candidates fairly. It’s better for your organisation as well as applicants, and 

will help you avoid the risk of discrimination claims.  

However, it’s perfectly OK to use common sense to choose the candidate who is 

genuinely the best fit, rather than necessarily one who ticks all the boxes. For example, 

you might offer a role to a candidate who doesn’t have a qualification you requested 

but is highly qualified through experience. In other words, don’t let either your own 

company policy or the Equality Act stand in the way of common-sense recruitment. Just 

make sure you document and can justify your decisions. 



 

   

 

 

Do… 

• Steer clear of mentioning protected 

characteristics*.  

• Ensure your ads are phrased in terms 

of skills, qualifications, achievements 

and responsibilities. 

• Review your job descriptions to ensure 

the requirements are not 

discriminatory.  

• State a commitment to equal 

opportunities.  

• Ensure you can make reasonable 

adjustments for disabled candidates, 

and consider mentioning it in 

advertisements. 

• Sign up as a Disability Confident 

employer and display the badge on 

your job ads. 

• State whether flexible working is 

available for a role or would be 

considered. 

• Use at least two different channels for 

advertising a role to avoid a 

homogenous pool of applicants. 

 

 

Don’t… 

• Use words such as mature or young, or 

phrases like recent graduate or school 

leaver. 

• State that candidates must have X 

years of experience if you can’t 

reasonably justify it. 

• Say ‘native French speaker’ –  use 

‘fluent French speaker’ instead. 

• Use ageist language such as elderly or 

senior citizen. 

• Insist on a specific qualification if not 

needed. 

• Use filtering tools on social media to 

target job ads to specific groups. 

• Charge a recruitment fee. 

 

* There are exceptions called occupational 

requirements. For example, a mental health 

advice service may require a counsellor with 

personal experience of certain mental health 

conditions and a priest for a Catholic church 

will obviously need to be Catholic.  

1. Job advertising 

 

  

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/disability-confident-how-to-sign-up-to-the-employer-scheme


 

   

 

2. Reviewing applications 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Do…. 

• Review applications with a colleague 

from a different background.  

• Focus only on job-related information 

to evaluate the candidates. 

• Be aware of unconscious bias and take 

steps to minimise it. 

• Shortlist candidates who mention a 

disability and meet the minimum job 

requirements. 

• Reject applications based only on 

evidence. 

 

 

Don’t… 

• Review applications on your own. 

• Focus on personal details in a CV or 

application form which are not relevant 

to the requirements of the job. 

• Look at job candidates' social media 

profiles, as this can reveal information 

that could lead to discriminatory 

judgements.  

• Reject applications based on bias, 

whether conscious or unconscious. 

 



 

   

 

3. Interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Do…. 

• Prepare a clear set of selection criteria 

and an interview record template. 

• Ask candidates the same questions in 

the same order. 

• Make sure the information you ask for 

is relevant to the job. 

• Ensure all interviewers have read our 

guidance on questions not to ask and 

unconscious bias. 

• Keep a record of candidates’ responses 

and a how the decision to appoint the 

successful candidate was reached. 

• Take notes so you can provide 

candidates with constructive feedback. 

• Ask candidates to fill in an interview 

feedback form.  

• Let candidates know what the next 

steps will be. 

• Provide feedback as soon as possible.  

 

 

Don’t…. 

• Ask discriminatory questions or make 

discriminatory assumptions. 

• Ask questions related to disability or 

health, unless directly relevant to the 

role. 

• Ask questions unrelated to the job. 

• Stereotype interviewees. 

• Talk informally and unguardedly about 

applicants with colleagues.   

• Let recruiting managers or members of 

the interview panel have access to 

equality and diversity forms. 

• Hold onto personal documents such as 

qualification certificates or passports 

any longer than necessary. 



 

   

 

4. References and background checks 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Do…. 

• Check that job applicants are entitled to 

work in the UK and that any necessary 

paperwork is correct and up to date. 

• Ensure that any negative references are 

not discriminating based on protected 

characteristics. 

• Carry out criminal record checks only if 

required by law. 

• Ask for permission to carry out 

overseas police checks if applicable, 

and cover the cost of these checks. 

• If writing references, make sure they 

are accurate and fair  

 

 

Don’t… 

• Discriminate against a candidate based 

on information related to protected 

characteristics revealed in their 

references. 

• Require stricter criminal record checks 

than legally necessary. 



 

   

 

5. Candidate selection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Do…. 

• Assess all candidates against the job 

requirements equally. 

• Select the best applicant on the basis of 

merit (skills, experience and ability to 

do the job) 

• Only ask candidates to do an unpaid 

work trial if strictly necessary, to 

evaluate their suitability for the job. 

• Make sure a work trial: 

o is designed to allow candidates 

to demonstrate their skills 

o it is for only for as long as 

necessary to assess their skills  

• Make sure candidates are supervised 

throughout a work trial. 

• Pay candidates for the time worked 

during a work trial, if you benefit 

financially from it. 

 

 

Don’t… 

• Reject a candidate because of their 

protected characteristics. 

• Rush selection decisions or rely on gut 

feelings. 

• Reject a disabled candidate on the 

basis of having to make reasonable 

adjustments. 



 

   

 

6. Data protection 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Do…. 

• Be transparent about data collection 

• State clearly on ads and application 

forms that you will only use data for 

recruitment purposes. 

• Get candidates’ consent if you want to 

process sensitive personal data. 

• Provide candidates with a copy of all 

their personal data that you hold. 

• Delete candidates’ data as soon as 

you’ve finished using it. 

 

 

Don’t… 

• Secretly collect candidate’s personal 

data. 

• Collect any more personal data than 

you need to. 

• Use candidates’ sensitive personal data 

without consent. 

• Reply purely on software to shortlist 

candidates. 

• Retain copies of candidates’ passports, 

contracts or other documents. 

 


