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Overview

Background

The recruitment process relies on human
decisions. Evidence from the behavioural sciences
show that the way we make decisions can be
biased in a number of ways. This document
summarises some of the key ways our decision
making may be affected by unconscious biases
in attracting, selecting and promoting employees.
It also suggests some interventions that could
help to overcome these biases.

Driving diversity in the NSW public sector
is a key priority of the NSW Government.
The NSW Government has committed to:

The purpose of this document, prepared by
the Behavioural Insights Unit (BIU) at the New
South Wales (NSW) Department of Premier and
Cabinet, is to provide a high-level overview
of some of the literature and key biases in this
area. It is not an exhaustive summary and focuses
only on behavioural interventions, not structural
changes or policies such as flexible working
arrangements, return-to-work options,
cadetships and targeted positions.

The NSW Government also has strategies to
increase the participation of mature workers3 and
people with a disability4 in the public sector.

This document draws on leading international
work to date on the issue, including A head for
hiring: The behavioural science of recruitment
and selection,1 prepared by Charted Institute
of Personnel and Development and the
UK-based Behavioural Insights Team.

>	doubling the number of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples in senior leadership roles
>	increasing the proportion of women in senior
leadership roles to 50% in the government
sector in the next 10 years.2

The recruitment process
There are a number of stages within the
recruitment process that can impact the diversity
of a workforce. Biases can impact the way we
make decisions at each of these stages.
At the attraction stage, decisions that
recruiters make about outreach activities and
job advertisements can affect the diversity of
applicants. During the selection stage, biases
can affect the way we evaluate candidates.
Finally, at the promotion stage, the merits
we value in employees can limit who we consider
leadership material.
Like a pipeline, problems at the start will have
flow-on effects throughout the process.

Attraction
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Selection
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Promotion

Applying behavioural insights to
attraction, selection and promotion
The following biases (in alphabetical order)
are some of the most common affecting
recruitment processes across the attraction,
selection and promotion stages.
Affinity bias/ingroup bias
The tendency to like people who are similar
to us (or those who form part of the ‘in group’)
or remind us of someone we like.5
Key Stages: Selection, Promotion
Applied Example
When making decisions about the suitability of a
candidate applying for a position or an employee
applying for a promotion, managers tend to
prefer people who are more similar to them or
who they already know and like. This can lead
to a workforce with less diversity, including less
diversity of skills and/or experience.
Availability heuristic
When trying to decide the likelihood of certain
events, we are heavily influenced by how easily
we can bring the event to mind. Events that are
recent, emotionally charged, and/or unusual are
the easiest to bring to mind.6
Key Stages: Selection, Promotion
Applied Example
When making a hiring decision, or creating a job
advertisement, recruiters and managers may be
heavily influenced by information that comes
more easily to mind. For example, managers might
recall a recent time when an employee performed
poorly, despite other examples of excellent
performance, and in turn, view them as not
suitable for a promotion. Similarly, when selecting
a candidate, recruitment managers might give
more weight to performance on the most recent
assessment task (usually the interview) over all the
other assessments completed by the candidate.

Confirmation bias
Confirmation bias is the tendency to search for,
focus on, or remember information in a way
that confirms our own preconceptions.7
Key Stages: Attraction, Selection, Promotion
Applied Example
Research suggests that interviewers can take
as little as four minutes to decide whether or
not they want to hire the candidate. Information
not consistent with the first impression can
be overlooked, which is why it is important
to use structured interviews (more details
below). Similarly, candidates with the
preconception that they do not ‘fit in’ to a
workplace may subconsciously search for
information that confirms their preconceptions,
which could affect their decision to apply.
Endowment effect
We tend to value objects or resources that
we own more than we value equivalent
objects that we do not own.8
Key Stages: Selection, Promotion
Applied Example
Managers and recruiters may unduly value the
skills and characteristics of their current staff.
This may blind them to the equal benefits of
other skills and characteristics of people not
currently working in their organisation. Combined
with stereotyping (see below), this can limit
the perception of who is considered a suitable
candidate for a role and/or leadership material,
which can affect who is hired and promoted.
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Groupthink
‘Groupthink’ occurs in groups when members
of the group favour harmony and conformity
over dissent and deliberation. Individuals may
suppress their own opinions so as not to upset
the perceived group consensus.9,10
Key Stages: Selection, Promotion
Applied Example
Recruitment decisions in the public sector
are usually made by more than one person,
often with the intent to reduce the effect of
individual preference on the hiring decision.
If members within a group suppress their
opinions to avoid upsetting others within
the group, the effect of individual preference
is not reduced. Groupthink is particularly strong
when there are power differentials (for example,
a senior executive and a junior employee)
within the members of the panel or group,
and candidates are discussed before the
interview or assessments are complete.
Halo effect
The ‘halo effect’ describes the tendency for
a person’s positive or negative traits to “spill
over” from one personality area to another
when we are evaluating them.11
Key Stages: Selection, Promotion
Applied Example
When recruiting a new candidate or promoting
an established employee, performance on
previous work or assessments may transfer
to other areas of the recruitment process.
For example, an interviewer might notice that
a candidate attended a prestigious university,
leading them to view the candidate in a positive
light. Even if the candidate’s performance on
the interview is not as good as that of another
candidate, the interviewer might perceive it
as being the same or better (especially when
combined with confirmation bias).

4

Behavioural approaches to increasing workforce diversity

Representativeness heuristic
When confronted with a new experience and
the need to make a judgment or decision
about that situation, we automatically rely on
past experiences and mental representations
seemingly similar to this new situation in an
effort to guide our judgments and decisions.12
Key Stages: Attraction, Selection, Promotion
Applied Example
When deciding whether to apply for a position,
candidates are likely to be influenced by their
own mental representations of the skills,
abilities and physical characteristics of the ‘ideal
candidate’. If the candidate perceives that they
are similar to their representation of the ideal
candidate, they may be more likely to apply.
If they differ, they may be less likely to apply.
For example, a qualified female candidate may
subconsciously feel she is not suited to a role in
a finance company because in her interactions
with the company, she has only seen men in the
role for which she is considering applying.
Managers and recruiters can unconsciously rely
on similar situations in the past to make decisions
about the present. For example, they might have
had a terrible boss from a particular agency in
the past which could unconsciously impact their
appraisal of a candidate from the same agency
applying for a senior position. Similarly, if leaders
share similar demographic characteristics (for
example, race or gender), these characteristics
can become representative of what a leader
‘looks like’. This can dissuade applicants from
applying for positions and lead recruiters to be
unconsciously biased against applicants who
do not fit the characteristic representation.

Status quo bias
We tend to stick to our current course of action
and will often avoid making a decision entirely.
Diverting from the status quo seems riskier
than sticking to the current situation.13

Stereotyping
Stereotyping occurs when we unconsciously
(or consciously) expect a member of a group
to have certain characteristics without having
actual information about that individual.15

Key Stages: Attraction, Selection, Promotion

Key Stages: Attraction, Selection, Promotion

Applied Example
Changing recruitment processes, such as job
advertisements or interview styles, might be met
with resistance because people tend to prefer
things to stay the same. Recruiters and managers
might unconsciously favour candidates who
have similar characteristics to the person who
previously occupied the position; this would
lead to little change in workplace diversity.
As diversity becomes the norm, status quo
bias will help to keep a diverse workplace.

Applied Example
When deciding to apply for a job, a candidate
might subconsciously undervalue their
skills because they belong to a negatively
stereotyped group. For example, a qualified
mature candidate might not apply for an
administration position with a technology
start-up company because they might feel
subconsciously that they do not fit in, or will
not be able to keep up. Similarly, recruiters
might unconsciously stereotype a mature
candidate as not being as proficient in computer
coding as a younger prospective employee,
whereas a candidate who matches the
stereotype for a particular role might be unduly
benefited (e.g. a young woman applying for a
nursing role over an older, male candidate).

Stereotype threat
When people from stereotyped groups
are primed to think about that identity,
they tend to perform in accordance
with the stereotype.14
Key Stages: Selection, Promotion
Applied Example
A candidate primed to think about their
identity as part of a negatively stereotyped
group (for example, women in science or
mathematics) prior to completing a task
in the recruitment process (such as a work
assessment or interview) might perform
worse than if they had not been primed.
Priming the identity of a group could be
as simple as asking candidates to complete
a standard demographic questionnaire
– for example, asking candidates to
disclose their gender or race.
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Addressing bias: possible behavioural interventions
This section sets out a number of evidence-based interventions that may contribute to
increasing diversity.
Experience in behavioural insights shows that people are sensitive to small changes in the way things are
framed. To ensure that interventions are effective, BIU recommends that where there is a lack of empirical
evidence or consensus on the effectiveness of the intervention, the approach should be trialled before
rolling it out more broadly – ideally using a rigorous methodology such as a randomised controlled trial.
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Potential
intervention

Rationale/Background

Biases targeted

Stage of the
recruitment
process targeted

In job
advertisements,
limit criteria to
only those that are
genuinely essential
for the role

Research has shown that there are
trends in the way specific groups
respond to job advertisements. For
example, women tend to apply when
they when they meet 100 per cent
of the required capabilities on a job
advertisement, while men are likely
to apply when they meet only 60
per cent of those qualifications.16

Stereotype threat

Attraction

Word job
advertisements
carefully, especially
in roles where
samples of the
population are
historically
underrepresented
(e.g. women in fire
emergency services
or men in nursing)

Subtle differences to the wording
of job advertisements can change
the applicant pool. For example,
one study showed that when a job
advertisement included stereotypically
masculine words, women were less
attracted to these jobs compared with
when the same job advertisement was
constructed to include stereotypically
‘feminine’ words.17

Status quo bias

Attraction

Use personal
messages to
encourage
applicants from
target groups

Personalised messages (e.g. using
names, referencing local places) have
been shown to increase the likelihood
of people taking action in response to
a message.18 This may be more likely
when the person is part of a minority
or stereotyped group.

Status quo bias

Attraction

Different outreach
options for
attracting people
to jobs

Stereotyping and the affinity,
representativeness and confirmation
biases can affect applicants, resulting
in them being dissuaded from applying
because they do not see a place for
them in the organisation. Outreach
options (e.g. personalised messages)
may increase the diversity within the
applicant pool. For example,
eye-catching postcards advertised
to target groups have been shown
to increase the number and quality
of applicants.19

Stereotyping

Attraction
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Affinity bias
Availability heuristic

Potential
intervention

Rationale/Background

Biases targeted

Stage of the
recruitment
process targeted

Make the experience
for users in the
application process
as easy as possible.
For example,
improve access
for applicants
with a disability

The status quo bias can prevent people
applying for a job. Structural barriers
(e.g. accessibility of a website for all
users) as well as behavioural barriers
(e.g. being short on time, resources)
disproportionately affects lower income
and other disadvantaged groups.20 The
NSW NDIS website is an example of best
practice. http://ndis.nsw.gov.au

Status quo bias

Attraction

Use structured
interviews in which
questions are
carefully formulated
prior to the
interview and
not deviated from

Although research has shown that
interviews often tend to be poor
predictors of a candidate’s job
performance, structured interviews
can reduce interviewer’s bias.21,22 When
interviewers use an unstructured format
and ask questions that come to mind
during the interview, they are likely
to fall victim to confirmation bias
– only asking questions that seek
to confirm the interviewer’s initial
impressions about the candidate.

Confirmation bias

Selection

Reduce the weight
placed on interview
performance
to determine
a candidate’s
suitability

Interviews require a number of
subjective decisions that are relatively
easily influenced by unconscious biases.
Interviews are likely to remain a key part
of the recruitment process, but better
hiring decisions could be made if the
weight given to them were reduced
relative to more objective measures
of future job performance (such as
job and ability assessments).23

Stereotyping

Guide managers
to assess more
than one CV at
a time and, if
possible, evaluate
each section of
an application
separately

Joint evaluation of candidates (looking
at more than one CV at a time, side
by side) has been shown to decrease
gender biases.24 Evaluation of CVs
should arguably be conducted in
sections (e.g. education considered
separately from the evaluation of work
history) so that positive/negative effects
from a section do not spill over into
the evaluation of the next section.
For example, an applicant who attended
Harvard University but has no relevant
work history may be viewed with a
favourable bias. If CVs are evaluated
in sections, the same applicant might
receive full marks for educational
background but zero for work history.

Stereotyping

Stereotyping

Selection

Affinity bias
Availability heuristic
Halo effect

Selection

Affinity bias
Representativeness
bias
Halo effect
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Potential
intervention

Rationale/Background

Biases targeted

Stage of the
recruitment
process targeted

Remove all
demographic
details from CVs
and applications

Research shows that recruiters respond
differently to the same application when
the names are changed; for example,
stereotypically male names are called
back more often than stereotypically
female names.25 Similarly, stereotypically
‘western’ names (e.g. Emily or Greg)
receive more call-backs.26,27 Anonymising
CVs and applications may reduce
unconscious bias and improve the
prospects of negatively stereotyped
groups.28

Stereotyping

Selection

Final hiring
decisions should
be made by
someone who has
not been involved
in any stage of the
assessment

Panel members can be persuaded
by information not relevant to job
performance. For example, the affinity
bias can make us like candidates who
share similar characteristics to us.
Limiting the information that informs
the hiring information to performance
on each of the assessments may reduce
unconscious biases. Therefore, it could
reduce bias if the person making the
final decision were to be provided
with the objective evidence of
performance and make their own
decision as to the selected candidate,
rather than have them simply
endorse a recommendation.

Affinity bias

Try to hold
interviews in
conditions as
similar as possible

Subtle differences to the environment
where an interview takes place can
change how a candidate is perceived.
For example, in a lab study, when
assessors held a warm cup, they were
significantly more likely to rate the
candidate as ‘warm and friendly’.29
Care should be taken to ensure that
conditions are as similar as possible
for all candidates as far as possible
(e.g. using the same interview room,
set up in the same way at similar times
of day, or conducting phone interviews
for all candidates if some are unable
to be present in person).

Unconscious bias
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Affinity bias
Representativeness
bias

Selection

Stereotyping
Groupthink

Selection

Potential
intervention

Rationale/Background

Biases targeted

Stage of the
recruitment
process targeted

Evaluate each part
of assessments
to identify any
assessments that
may disadvantage
certain candidates

Some types of assessments can
unintentionally benefit some applicants
over others. It is important to evaluate
how predictive each part of the
assessment is of future performance
and whether some assessments
privilege certain groups of applicants.

Confirmation bias

Selection

Stereotype threat

Promotion

Limit references
to demographic
characteristics
before assessment

Asking candidates to identify as a
negatively stereotyped group can cause
the candidate to perform worse on the
assessment than they otherwise would
have.30 Therefore, it may be useful to
consider asking demographic questions
after an application has been lodged,
or even until after the final stage.

Stereotype threat

Selection

Unconscious (anti-)
bias training

Recently, training designed to reduce
unconscious bias in the workplace
has become popular. Some randomised
controlled trials have shown positive
results to self-reported bias for
gender-related anti-bias training.31
This research suggests that using
established behavioural change
techniques (such as increasing selfefficacy and using commitment
devices), coupled with structural change
can reduce unconscious gender bias.
However, other research has shown
unconscious resistance32 and backfire
effects33 to this type of training.

Unconscious bias

Increase the
visibility of senior
leaders from underrepresented groups
in marketing
materials and job
advertisements,
and more generally

Exposure to individuals who break
stereotypical moulds seems to reduce
unconscious bias. For example, women
exposed to female leaders in social
contexts are less likely to express
automatic stereotypical beliefs
about women.34

Stereotyping

Promotion

Selection
Promotion

Promotion
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