
Unconscious Bias Guidance for Recruitment and Promotion Panels 

Unconscious bias refers to a bias of which we are not in conscious control.  

It is a bias that happens automatically and is triggered by our brain making quick 
judgments and assessments of people and situations, influenced by our:  

 

 background  

 cultural environment  

 personal experiences  
 
(ECU: 2013 Unconscious Bias in Higher Education) 

Impact on Behaviour and Decisions 

Unconscious biases can impact on our instinctive reactions, or the split second 
assumptions and decisions we make.  

However, while our unconscious thoughts often happen instantly and quicker than our 
conscious thoughts, they can still prevail even after our conscious thoughts have had a 
chance to catch up. The way we perceive people can continue to be based on those 
assumptions and stereotypes which we unconsciously associate with them.  

In a work situation, our unconscious biases can have a significant influence in a variety 
of situations, for example:  

Staff  

 who we listen to most intently  

 who we disregard most easily  

 how good we think someone is at their job and/or how good we think someone 
would be at a job for which they are applying  

how encouraging or discouraging our body language is towards different people 
In-groups and out-groups 

We all have natural tendencies towards some people over others. They can be based on 
many things which may change over the course of our lives and vary depending on 
where we are, who we are with and what we are doing. Factors of influence might be:  

 shared interests and hobbies (e.g. sport, music, gardening)  

 similar lifestyle (e.g. having children, caring responsibilities or pets)  

 physical characteristics (e.g. age, gender, race)  

 similar background (e.g. being from the same place, having a similar family 
background, having studied at the same institution) 



 

Case Study  

Moss-Racusin et al (2012) had staff in science faculties rate the application of a 
student for a position as a laboratory manager. The application was used 127 
times and randomly assigned either a female (64 times) or male (63 times) name. 
Selectors rated the male applicant as significantly more hireable than the female 
applicant. They also chose a higher starting salary and offered more career 
mentoring to the male applicant. The gender of the selector did not affect 
responses. Is this conscious bias? Are staff deliberately choosing a male 
candidate? Or are they unaware they are doing it? 

Did the selectors associate scientist with male, and therefore were more open to 
seeing the positives in the male application? Despite their conscious brain 
knowing that women can be, and are, scientists, their unconscious brain was still 
making stereotypical associations which impacted on their interpretation of the 
CV. 

While this is based on early career researchers, it is reasonable to suggest that if 
women are less likely to be hired at this level, they are less likely to progress to 
become professors.  

Ultimately, whether it was done consciously or unconsciously, if we don’t explore 
what has happened and how to prevent it, there is little point in advertising job 
descriptions and person specifications. It doesn’t need to just be with professors 
either, the same would be true of many occupations, such as nursing, or cleaning 
or building. And if this can happen in recruitment and selection, it can happen in 
other behaviours and decisions as well.  

We are influenced by stereotypes and our cultural environment much more than 
we realise, to the extent that it may be damaging to our thinking and decision 
making. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dVp9Z5k0dEE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dVp9Z5k0dEE

