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This CQ Dossier provides information on how biases and prejudices can impact the
hiring process. The dossier describes the types of bias that occur and provides
recommendations on how recruiters and HR professionals can tackle these biases to

implement an effective recruitment and selection program.

Psychological research has shown that implicit bias can impact the decisions made
during the hiring process. There are several common and important psychological
processes that impact decision making and hiring. Awareness of bias can help inform
decision-makers on how to make successful hiring decisions. There is a wealth of
scientific research demonstrating that individuals hold implicit biases that impact
judgment. Research suggests that all individuals engage in unconsciously biased

assessment and decision-making processes:

‘We all like to think that we are objective scholars who judge people solely on their
credentials and achievements, but copious research shows that every one of us has a
lifetime of experience and cultural history that shapes the review process.” (Fine &

Handelsman, 2006).

Rather than blaming decision-makers, it is important to understand and minimize the
negative impact of unintended bias in searching for talented workers. This dossier
describes those biases that can impact decision-making and makes recommendations

on how best to overcome them.

Categorization. Individuals are bombarded with a large amount of information and this
is especially true in the workplace and during hiring. When dealing with a large amount

of information about a candidate, decision-makers tend to use categorization.



Categorization is a cognitive process that occurs largely outside of conscious

awareness and helps people to cope in a complex and demanding environment.

Stereotyping. Stereotyping is the unconscious habits of thought that link personal
attributes to group membership and is an inevitable result of categorization. The
expectations based on stereotypes can give rise to attributions that are biased and not
based in fact (Reskin, 2000). Results from research studies have demonstrated that
people often hold assumptions that influence their judgments and these include
assumptions about physical or social qualities associated with race, gender and other
demographic factors. All these biases have implications for the effectiveness of the

hiring process.

Halo or Horn Effect. The Halo effect is the tendency for an impression created in one
area to influence opinion in another area. During an interview, an interviewer can allow
one strong attribute about a candidate to influence all other effects. For example, if a
candidate is physically attractive, then this can lead to the interviewer assuming they are
intelligent and confident (Watkins & Johnston, 2000). The horn effect is the opposite
effect whereby a weak impression in one area creates a weak impression in another.
This is also similar to confirmation Bias, which is a tendency for humans to seek out
information that supports a pre-conceived belief about the applicant that has been

formed prior ot the interview (Phillips & Dipboye, 1989).

Bias concerning Race. In a study that focused on the effect of bias on the hiring
process, race played a factor in choosing the ideal candidate (Dovidio & Gaertner,
2000). Participants were asked to choose counselors from among a group of applicants
who were neither exceptionally qualified nor unqgualified for the position. All the
applicants were equally qualified. The participants were more likely to choose the white
candidates than black candidates, indicating their willingness to give members of the
majority group the benefit of the doubt (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000). This study illustrates
how decision-makers can apply generalizations that are not relevant to the evaluation

of job candidates (Beiby & Baron, 1986).



There are several assumptions or biases that can influence the evaluation of applicants.
Research provides several examples. For example, in a study regarding race bias,
participants rated the quality of verbal skills as indicated by vocabulary definitions
(Biernat & Manis, 1994). The evaluators rated the skills lower if they were told a Black
applicant provided the definitions than if a white person provided them (Biernat & Manis,
1994). In a clever study, Bertrand and Mullainathan (2004) showed that job applicants
with names that sounded white were more likely to be interviewed than applicants

whose names sounded Black.

Bias concerning Gender. Evaluators also show bias based on gender and research has
shown that incongruities between perceptions of female gender roles and leadership
roles cause evaluators to assume that women will be less competent leaders. Moreover,
when women provide evidence of their competence and violate traditional gender
norms, evaluators perceive them to be less likable and are less likely to recommend
them for hiring (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman et al., 2004). Even in jobs that require
high levels of expertise, there is evidence that bias exists. In a study focused on
academic recruiting for medical faculty, there was evidence of bias in letters of
recommendation (Trix & Psneka, 2003). The researchers examined over 300
recommendation letters for medical faculty hired by a large school in the United States.
They found that letters for female applicants were substantially different than those for
male applicants. Letters written or women were shorter, provided minimal assurance’
rather than solid recommendations, raised more doubts, and portrayed women as
students. Men were portrayed as researchers and professional and the letters more

frequently mentioned women'’s personal lives (Trix & Psneka, 2003).

There are several ways to reduce bias in the workplace through implementing several
human resource practices that challenge implicit assumptions and bias. Managers need

to consider ways to simplify and standardize the process of hiring.

Raise Awareness. First, it is important that HR professional understand the nature of
prejudices and how they operate. One strategy is to provide employees involved in the
hiring process with education and training on the topic. Awareness training is useful
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because it allows individuals to acknowledge their own unconscious bias and recognize
that everyone has them. Through awareness training, employees can recognize and
challenge their own implicit biases and prejudices. This can be an organization-wide
intervention whereby all employees engage in conversations on how the organization

can take steps to minimize bias.

Minimize bias in Job Listings. During the recruiting posting, it is important to ensure
that the job listing does not contain bias. Job listings play an important role in recruiting
and even subtle word choices can impact recruitment. When recruiters use masculine
language (e.g., competitive), this can deter women from applying to positions (Gaucher,
Friesen, & Kay, 2011); in contrast, the use of words like collaborative and cooperative

tend to draw more women than men (Gaucher et al,, 2011).

Standardized Interviews. The use of standardized interviews can also reduce bias
because each candidate is asked the same set of defined questions and this
standardizes the interview process by encouraging recruiters to focus on those factors

that are directly relevant to job performance.

Use a variety of Assessment methods. One way in which to reduce bias is through the
utilization of a battery of assessment tests. Research has shown that assessment centers
are a valid predictor of job performance and that they are also less prone to bias with
use of multiple assessors and multiple assessment opportunities. Research suggest that
most of the variance in ratings are due to differences among candidates rather than
assessor bias (Thornton & Rupp, 2006). The reason for their effectiveness is that
assessors are trained to focus on the dimensions of ability rather than on the candidate
and the chosen method. This allows for congruence of ratings based on applicant
ability rather than the demographics of the applicant. The use of multiple assessment

tests and training is another way in which bias can be reduced.

In conclusion, scientific research demonstrates how bias and prejudices can negatively
Impact decision-making, particularly in the hiring process. Research demonstrates that
individuals use unconscious bias when deciding whom to choose for a position. This
bias occurs regardless of experience and education of the hiring personnel. However,
research also suggests that these biases can be reduced through education, training,

and effective human resource practices, such as the use of standardized interviews.
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e Allindividuals engage in unconsciously biased assessment

e [tisimportant to minimize the negative impact of unintended bias in searching
for talented workers

e [Expectations based on stereotypes can give rise to attributions that are biased

e Through awareness training, employees can recognize and challenge their own

implicit biases and prejudices
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