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What is Unconscious Bias  

in Recruitment? 
 

 
 
 
 
What is Unconscious Bias? 

Unconscious or implicit bias refers to when you form a quick opinion about a situation or person 
without being consciously aware of it. Our brains form biases by using knowledge about social 
situations, attitudes, cultures, stereotypes, emotional reactions, and more. We learn these through 
experiences and exposure to media throughout our life. 

In recruitment, unconscious bias can significantly skew your judgement. While it is important to use 
your experience to assess applicants, it’s a problem when you’re influenced too heavily by your 
assumptions, expectations, and preferences. 

Even if our mind frames a bias positively, it can still lead to unfair favoring. For example, if you 
prefer a candidate who went to University because you associate it with intelligence, it’s still a harmful 
unconscious bias. A background of higher education doesn’t automatically mean they are more 
intelligent than other candidates. 

Reining in your biases makes recruitment tough for sure. First impressions and gut feelings count for 
so much during interviews. But preventing unconscious bias is vital, as it can lead to unfair, 
inaccurate judgements, overlooked talent, or at worst discrimination. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Article by Liz Burton, Hub High Speed Training, Published 12/18/17  



2 | P a g e                                 

Types of Unconscious Bias 

Below are 9 common examples of unconscious bias in the workplace, particularly in recruitment. 
By improving your awareness of the various types, you’ll become more self-aware of your personal 
biases. You’ll strengthen your ability to make fairer, more informed decisions during recruitment that 
ensure you hire the best people for your business. 

 

1. Affinity bias 

Affinity bias refers to when you unconsciously prefer people who share qualities with you or 
someone you like. It occurs because your brain sees them as familiar and relatable, and we all want 
to be around people we can relate to. 

For example, if an applicant went to the same school as you or they share similar hobbies, you’re 
more likely to prefer them over other candidates. 

Recruiting people with similar qualities is a no brainer. For the best culture fit, businesses should 
aim to recruit likeminded people. But you’re not looking for a new best friend. Affinity bias can 
cloud your judgement of which candidates are most appealing to the whole business. It may cause 
you to hire fewer diverse personalities, which means less creative views and approaches to work. 

Plus, it’s simply unfair. While an applicant may not be like you, they could be just as talented and 
friendly as those that are. 

 
2. Attribution bias 

Attribution bias refers to how you perceive your actions and those of others. It stems from our 
brain’s flawed ability to assess the reasons for certain behaviors – particularly those that lead to 
success and failure. 

We generally attribute our own accomplishments to our skill and personality, and our failures to 
external factors – to hindrances that we believe are beyond our control. We are less likely to blame 
and find fault in ourselves. 

However, this perception often reverses when we view other people. When they do something 
successfully, we’re more likely to consider them lucky or benefited by someone else, and more likely 
to attribute their errors to poor capabilities or personal qualities. 

In recruitment, this can skew your view of a candidate’s performance. It can make you focus too 
hard on their faults, minimize their accomplishments, and potentially disregard a talented 
candidate. 
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3. Beauty bias 
We all unconsciously notice people’s appearances and associate it with their personality. 
Appearances are important, particularly in a workplace setting, as they reflect on professionalism and 
self-awareness. However, many of us judge others too harshly based on their physical 
attractiveness. 

It’s unfair to think that a person doesn’t make ‘enough’ of an effort with their appearance, or that they 
put in ‘too much’ effort. This can lead to assumptions about their personality and skills. You can’t 
assume that a person who dresses professionally and tidies their hair is an all-around organized 
person. The opposite could easily be true. 

Other times, you may unconsciously dislike certain features in a person. Maybe you think they’re too 
short, that they have poor posture, or they don’t have an expressive face. These may stem from a 
subconscious, stereotypical view of what a successful or friendly person looks like. 

These assumptions may cause you to unfairly favor ‘attractive’ people during recruitment, despite the 
fact that we should embrace physical diversity and never judge a book by its cover. 

4. Conformity bias 

Conformity bias happens when your views are swayed too much by those of other people. It 
occurs because we all seek acceptance from others – we want to hold opinions and views that our 
community accepts. 

In recruitment, conformity bias is common. When a majority of the group shares an opinion about a 
candidate, you usually decide to agree with them even if your original opinion differed. 

Chances are, if most people feel strongly about a candidate, it’s because they all noticed something 
similar. A unanimous view is less likely to come from a place of bias. However, you shouldn’t let it 
prevent you from voicing your opinions and views. Your opinions may draw attention to facts 
about a candidate that others didn’t spot. 
 
5. Confirmation bias 

Confirmation bias refers to how people primarily search for bits of evidence that back up their 
opinions, rather than looking at the whole picture. It leads to selective observation, meaning you 
overlook other information and instead focus on things that fit your view. You may even reject new 
information that contradicts your initial evidence. 

For example, let’s say a candidate arrives 10 minutes late. You assume that they lack organizational 
skills, so throughout the interview you selectively focus on anything that backs up this idea. For 
instance, you focus on the fact that their CV lacks examples of self-managed projects. 

Most people subconsciously slip into confirmation bias because they seek confirmation that their 
initial assessment of a person is correct. We even do it to back up other unconscious biases, so 
it’s important to keep it in check. Otherwise, you may unfairly decide to not hire a candidate based on 
your faulty assessment. 
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6. Contrast effect 

This type of bias occurs when you assess two or more similar things and compare them with one 
another, rather than looking at each based on their own merits. The contrast effect is common in 
recruitment. When you receive dozens of similar CVs, it’s useful to compare applications to narrow 
down your choices.  However, the contrast effect can make you judge too harshly and set your 
standards too high. It can make you overlook the fact that you’re looking for people who can fit the 
role. You’re not assessing who can submit the most flawless CV or make it through the interview 
without a stutter. 

7. Gender bias 

Gender bias is simply a preference for one gender over the other. It often stems from our deep-
seated beliefs about gender roles and stereotypes. 

In recruitment, gender bias can cause you to unconsciously lean towards a candidate based on their 
gender and the qualities you associate with it. For example, you may subconsciously think a man 
better fits a physically demanding job. 

In particular, gender bias occurs because we favor people that we can relate to, especially those of 
the same gender. We often connect with them easier because of shared gender-specific physical and 
emotional experiences. 

Even from the moment your job advert goes live, you may inadvertently favor one gender over the 
other. Certain terminology appeals more to men than women and vice versa. 

8. Halo effect 

The halo effect occurs when we focus on one particularly great feature about a person. You view 
everything about the person in a positive, ‘halo’ light, which makes you think they’re more perfect than 
they are. Similar to affinity and confirmation bias, this makes us overlook other information. It skews 
our opinion of other aspects, including negative ones.  In recruitment, you need to prevent the the 
halo effect from blinding you. Otherwise, you may hire a candidate that, once the halo glow wears off, 
is actually not as fit for the role as you thought. 

9. Horns effect 

The horns effect is the opposite of the halo effect: you focus on one particularly negative feature 
about a person, which clouds your view of their other qualities. 

For example, if a person uses a particular turn of phrase you dislike, you may suddenly dislike 
everything else they say. 
In recruitment, you need to avoid concentrating on aspects you personally dislike. One mistake or 
flaw does not represent them as a whole. 
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How to Overcome Unconscious Bias 

Now that you understand the meaning of unconscious bias and recognize the various types, you’ll 
start noticing when you slip into these mind sets. 

However, people find it difficult to go against their subconscious values and opinions. Completely 
rerouting your biases is a much greater challenge than simply noticing them. 

Use the following strategies to counter your unconscious biases: 
 

• Take your time during decision-making processes. Making the right pick is more 
important than making a fast pick to save money and time, so you should avoid snap 
judgements or opinions. Instead, make sure you fully assess each candidate’s capabilities 
and keep an open mind. Remember: the things you value in a person may differ from those 
of someone else in the business. 
 

• Think about each person as an individual. You should avoid comparing one candidate to 
another and should judge each based on their own merit instead. To prevent selective 
observation, look at them from all sides and justify your assessments with varied evidence. 

 
• Include a variety of people in recruitment processes. Other people’s views and input 

help you spot and address your own preconceptions, which in turn helps reduce 
recruitment bias. 

 
• Change your outlook to prevent attribution bias. Everyone should aim to assess others 

more positively – to give credit where it’s due and not magnify shortcomings. 
 
• Be honest with yourself. It’s okay to have biases – we all do. It doesn’t make you any less 

of a person. What’s important is that you control them and actively look for ways to expand 
and revise your views. Be open to change. 

 
• Improve everyone’s awareness of equality and diversity. You can take training courses 

that teach people the benefits of a multicultural workplace. It helps you recognize any 
biases you hold that go against building an equal, diverse team. 

 
• Write down your opinions and impressions of applicants. Doing so helps you compare 

and collate ideas with others in the group, as well as question your own biases and the 
opinions of others. This reduces conformity bias and helps you gain a well-rounded view of 
candidates, which in turn allows you to reach a fairer, unanimous decision. 
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How to Minimize Unconscious Bias during Recruitment? 
 
• Unconscious Bias can play a huge role in hiring and recruitment. Even if our mind frames a bias 

positively, it can still lead to unfair favoring. For example, if you prefer a candidate who went to a 
certain University because you associate it with intelligence, it is still a harmful unconscious bias, 
because that creates a halo effect. A halo effect is one where one positive trait can affect our 
overall perception of a person. A background of higher education does not automatically mean 
they are more intelligent than other candidates. 
 

• First impressions and gut feelings count for so much during interviews. But preventing 
unconscious bias is vital, as it can lead to unfair, inaccurate judgments, overlooked talent, or at 
worst discrimination. You might have subconscious or stereotypical views of what a successful 
person looks like, which can affect how you compare and contrast different candidates rather than 
assessing each on their own individual merit. Enthusiasm can be seen as an indicator of 
qualification and suitability of the job. The person most able to be outgoing and promote 
themselves might not necessarily be best for the job. 

 
• In an interview setting, conformity bias can come into play as people might be swayed by a 

common view of the group. We all carry affinity bias, where you unconsciously prefer people who 
share qualities with you or someone you like. It occurs because your brain sees them as familiar 
and relatable, and we all want to be around people we can relate to.  

 
• Gender Bias is something that plays a huge role in creating a gender divide at the hiring stage. 

Stereotypical views of gender, such as men are better with numbers or better at physically 
demanding jobs, or that women are not as serious about their careers can affect the selection of 
women candidates. We might also relate more to our own gender. We might also carry biases 
against certain hairstyles, tattoos, and piercings, and consider them unprofessional. 
  

How can we make sure that we are aware of such biases and minimize 
them during recruitment and hiring? 
 
• Write an inclusive job description: language matters. Use gender-neutral descriptions and avoid 

gender-coded words.  Research has also shown that women are less like to apply for jobs that 
have a very long list of ’desirable’ qualities, as they do not wish to waste the employer's time if 
they are not perfectly suited to the role. Women are also less likely to shout about their 
achievements, and to negotiate salaries. To avoid gender bias, name and gender blind reviewing 
of resumes has shown to be most effective. Researchers from Harvard and Princeton found that 
blind auditions increased the likelihood that female musicians would be hired by an orchestra by 
25 to 46 percent. 
 

• It is important to write down your initial impressions of each candidate and then evaluate and 
assess your own biases, and then reconfigure your impressions. For instance, do you assume 
that men are more capable? Do you assume that an extrovert is more efficient and 
knowledgeable? Does a particular regional background or accent create an implicit bias (positive 
or negative)? Do you think attractive people are more likable, and better at their jobs? Evaluate 
each candidate on their own individual merit and suitability to the job, trying to avoid comparing 
and contrasting different candidates. 

 
 
Article by Dr. Pragya Agarwal, Creative Strategist, Social Entrepreneur, Mental Health Campaigner 

 



7 | P a g e                                 

• Research has shown that minority groups and marginalized sections of the society are at a 
disadvantage when hiring is done on the basis of "best fit" to company culture. This results in the 
same kind of people being appointed and is a huge setback in creating a truly diverse and 
inclusive workplace. To make sure that affinity and confirmation bias does not come into play, it is 
important to have a diverse hiring committee and bring diverse views in the recruitment process. A 
collaborative hiring process helps people to check their biases and uncover blind spots. 
 

• Overall, it is important to set concrete criteria for the job.  Structured task-based job interviews that 
are more easily measurable and standardized interview templates help to ensure that the 
assessment is as objective as possible and that each candidate is assessed based on the same 
yardstick. 
 

• Overcoming unconscious biases starts with recognizing that everyone carries biases. Taking time 
with decisions, and seeing each candidate as an individual is one step forward in minimizing these 
biases during the recruitment process and creating a truly diverse and inclusive workforce. 
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