
 

   

 

Unconscious bias 

Unconscious bias can influence decisions in recruitment and could be classed as 

discriminatory if the bias relates to a protected characteristic. 

What is unconscious bias? 

Unconscious bias generally occurs when people favour others who look like them 

and/or share their values.   

Everyone has unconscious biases. We are all influenced by our own experiences and 

what we read, hear or see in the media and from others. Our brains use this 

information to make shortcuts to speed up decision-making, and unconscious bias is a 

by-product of that.  

How might it affect recruitment? 

When it comes to recruitment, the most common phenomenon is affinity bias. This is 

when someone feels a connection with a candidate due to similar life experiences. They 

might be from a similar educational or ethnic background or from the same area.  

For instance an interviewer who wasn't successful at school may be supportive of a 

candidate who left school without qualifications because, subconsciously, they remind 

them of their younger self. Similarly, someone educated to degree level may favour 

candidates who have degrees, especially if they went to the same university.  

Another phenomenon is the halo effect. This is where a positive trait influences 

someone to make assumptions about a person. An interviewer might assume that a 

person who arrives dressed conservatively is more serious and trustworthy than a more 

casually dressed candidate. 

Unconscious bias can cause employers to overlook talented workers and instead favour 

those who share their own characteristics or views. This can lead to a less diverse 

workforce, with negative consequences for the organisation.  



 

   

 

Where unconscious bias is against a protected characteristic, it can be discriminatory. 

For instance if an employer offers a job to a candidate who is the same race as them, 

when one from another background was better qualified, this could be classed as 

discrimination. 

Unconscious bias can be based on stereotypes and prejudices that we may not even 

realise we have. For example an interviewer might make negative assumptions about a 

candidate because they have tattoos.  

Name-blind recruitment 

Research has shown that a person's name can affect their success in the recruitment 

process.  

Name-blind recruitment involves presenting CVs or application forms with certain 

information removed, which could influence decision-making. This might include gender 

and date of birth as well as name.  

Making candidates aware that information that could unintentionally bias decision-

makers will be removed can help to give under-represented groups confidence that 

their application will be given fair consideration.  

Other ways to tackle unconscious bias 

For organisations 

• Train managers in how to recognise and overcome their own unconscious bias. 

• Put policies and procedures in place to limit the influence of individual 

preferences. 

For decisionmakers  

• Don't rush recruitment decisions. 

• Justify decisions with evidence and record the reasons for your decisions. 

• Focus on positive behaviour rather than negative stereotypes. 



 

   

 

• Try to maximise your experience of working with people from different 

backgrounds. 

• Stress or tiredness can increase the likelihood of making decisions based on 

unconscious bias, so try to get enough rest before considering candidates for a 

role. 


