unconscious bias
all you need to know to help keep your hiring
process and workplace free from unconscious bias.
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FOREWORD
We talk a lot in recruitment about making sure both our own and our client's
unconscious bias does not get in the way of the best person being hired for the job.
Unfortunately, the term has become a buzzword within recruitment (and many other
industries) making it easy to tick-off the list and move on. And with volumes of
information available, it can make properly understanding the topic overwhelming.
To ensure we didn't add yet another fluffy blog post to the pile, we reached out to
Canterbury Christ Church University and asked Senior Lecturer Dr Emma
Barrowcliffe to tell us exactly what unconscious bias means and how we can identify
and redact it from happening within the workplace.
As a team, which includes many neurodivergent workers, we are personally aware of
the dangers stigmas and stereotypes can cause. Ultimately, by being conscious of
our own biases we can individually and collectively stop stereotyping, misjudging,
and incorrectly profiling the people we meet.
Lastly, as with all of our reports, we know a report isn't going to change much, but
hopefully what it will do is get you thinking - what are my biases and how do I stop
any negative biases. These are certainly questions the tdm team are focussing on
and in doing so our talent pool has widened allowing us to boost the property
industry with many incredible individuals.
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WHAT IS UNCONSCIOUS BIAS?

Unconscious bias or implicit bias refers to the assumptions and associations that
we make automatically. As the name suggests these are outside our conscious
awareness and triggered by instinct.
Our brains are bombarded with information, mental shortcuts help decisionmaking processes by grouping information together leading to automatic and
quick judgements.
Whilst this may have its benefits, biases can lead to skewed judgement that
reinforce stereotypes. Biases develop and strengthen over time through life
experiences, beliefs, society, culture and exposure to new information and
situations. These involuntary shortcuts therefore affect the way we think and
behave, with studies suggesting that prejudice responses are largely unconscious.

biases can lead to skewed judgement that
reinforce stereotypes.
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ARE THERE DIFFERENT TYPES OF BIAS?
IF SO, WHAT?
Unconscious bias relates to categorising people into groups. These automatic
processes influence decisions such as who to interview, employ, or promote
(often leading to incorrect judgements). Other biases can also influence decision
making. For example, the halo effect refers to positively evaluating an individual
based on one characteristic, such as assuming that because an employee is good
at presenting, they would also successfully lead a team. In contrast, the opposite
can be said of the cloven hoof bias, where performance related judgments are
clouded by one negative aspect.
Conformity bias is an unconscious bias resulting from peer pressure. This may
occur when a member of an interview panel decides on the most suitable
candidate to employ after being swayed by other panel members. Affinity bias,
sometimes known as the ‘like me’ or ‘similar-to me’ bias relates to the preference
for people who are like you, perhaps the same gender, race, similar hobbies, or
completed the same education. Confirmation bias consolidates our original
judgements.

the halo effect
refers to positively
evaluating an
individual based on
one characteristic,
such as assuming
that because an
employee is good
at presenting, they
would also
successfully lead a
team.
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DOES UNCONSCIOUS BIAS AFFECT
EVERYONE?
Unconscious bias affects everyone. Biases influence our attitudes and behaviours
towards others. A common bias relates to gender, perhaps preferring to hire a
male candidate over a female candidate despite a similar skill set and could also
partly explain the gender pay gap. There is a plethora of potential biases, for
example, race, age, names, disability, sexuality, marital status, parental status,
criminal records, and physical factors such as attractiveness, body size, tattoos,
and piercings.
Interactions with other people may be influenced by your own unconscious bias
or you could be on the receiving end. In terms of employment, unconscious bias
can influence hiring, appraisals, and promotions as well as general interactions in
the workplace. Learned associations can strengthen these biases which can
contribute to inequality and reduced morale.
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HOW CAN UNCONSCIOUS BIAS BE
RECOGNISED?

Unconscious bias interferes with the way we interact with others. Being aware of
this can help highlight any biases occurring during general interactions with
others, interviewing or assessing promotion applications and can help foster an
environment of diversity and inclusivity.
It is also important to be aware of confirmation bias. This is the tendency to
cherry-pick the information that we pay attention to. In other words, we seek out
or pay the most attention to information that matches our expectations or
confirms our point of view. This results in skewed opinions based on a lack of
objectivity or critical analysis. Confirmation bias can be reduced by seeking out
multiple sources of information, standardising interview questions to ensure
candidates are given an equal opportunity to cover the same topics and prevents
questions/interactions that simply confirm biases.

we seek out or pay the most attention to
information that matches our expectations or
confirms our point of view. This results in
skewed opinions.
WHAT ARE THE DANGERS OF NOT
RECOGNISING UNCONSCIOUS BIAS?
In terms of recruitment, the dangers of not recognising unconscious bias means
that the pool of potential candidates could be limited. You have probably heard
of the saying first impressions count – but what if these first impressions are
based on preconceptions of what an individual is like, such as assumptions based
on a person’s name, or only seek information that confirms our original beliefs
about an individual (confirmation bias)? This is likely to result in a less diverse
work force. Aim to create diversity in the team by evaluating what each candidate
could add to the team as opposed to whether they will be a ‘good fit’.
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ARE YOU ABLE TO PROVIDE EXAMPLES OF
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS IN ACTION?
Unfortunately, there are lots of examples of unconscious bias in action. For
example, name bias, ageism, and attractiveness. Name bias is the tendency to
prefer Anglo-sounding names, therefore one way to avoid this is to omit the
names from candidate screening. Ageism may be evident in organisations that do
not hire or promote older employees based on negative assumptions relating to
computer literacy. Attractiveness or beauty bias refers to the favourable
treatment of those who are seen as more attractive. This bias may lead to
assumptions that attractive people or those who take care of their appearance
also adopt the same level of attention to detail in their work. Attractiveness bias
could be evident in terms of only employing attractive candidates. In addition,
compared to less physically attractive employees, physically attractive employees
are also reported to be more likely to be ‘listened to’ and have their suggestions
implemented by managers.

physically
attractive
employees are
also reported
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HOW CAN COMPANIES ENSURE THAT
THEIR UNCONSCIOUS BIAS TRAINING IS
MORE THAN A TICK BOX EXERCISE?

Research suggests that education/awareness training is beneficial in addressing
unconscious bias. This is relevant for all employment stages, from recruitment,
training, and retention. To improve the long-term culture of inclusivity, bias needs
to be addressed at both the individual level and organisational level. A mission
statement/diversity statement can help to define this clear commitment to
diversity. Widening the net when recruiting can help reach a wider pool of
candidates and ensure that salaries are fair and based on competencies rather
than gender or other biases.
Interview panels should be diverse both in terms of protected characteristics, but
also experience or level within the company as this can mitigate any individual
biases and help reduce affinity/similarity bias. Predetermined interview questions
or rubrics to measure scores helps reduce the likelihood of the interviewer
‘looking for’ information to confirm biases. Resulting in candidates being
evaluated on the evidence available and their own merit rather than comparing
them to others.
Bias can also relate to the work environment – are the workplace images or
advertising material representative of your staff/ diversity? Displaying a lack of
diversity may discourage people from applying. To ensure everyone feels valued,
a mentoring, development or shadowing scheme may be beneficial. Ask
employees about biases that they have witnessed or experienced and its effects.
Unconscious biases are common, and it requires commitment and honesty to
challenge them. Start by asking yourself what biases you hold and how could you
address this.
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tips

5 COMMON UNCONSCIOUS BIASES & HOW
TO REMOVE THEM FROM THE WORKPLACE
Following on from Dr Barrowcliffe's comprehensive explanation of unconscious bias, we
have put together 5 common unconscious bias traits and how to work on removing them
from your working environment.

1

determining the halo effect

2

don't let one mistake tarnish a person

3

being 'like you' isn't always the smartest move

4

speak out

5

We're all guilty of positively evaluating an individual based on one characteristic
and then assuming that because of this they will be able to fulfill other, various
roles. To combat this bias, one tip is to make sure you converse with the person
about the next task you'd like them to perform, with the potential to provide them
with a trial run or preliminary task to test these skills. That way you can question
your bias about them whilst providing them with an opportunity to have a say.

Opposite of the halo effect, the cloven-hoof bias is when you make judgments on
an induvial based on one negative you've discovered or decided about them. If you
are constantly skipping over someone, ask yourself why? If you've identified one or
two traits or negative instances, then perhaps it's time to see beyond them and
offer that person a second chance.

The affinity bias tends to see us wanting to hire or promote an individual with traits
or looks that we identify with. As we heard from both Dr Emma and from Dr Tony
in our recent, 'thinking differently' report, we should instead be actively looking for
those not like us in order to create balance and positive opposition which will help
strengthen the workplace.

While easier said than done, it may be that you are letting yourself be trapped by
conformity bias and allowing something to happen simply because someone else
wants it that way. By thinking about yours and others motives, you'll be able to
spot biases at play and whether your own are working positively or not.

seek outsider opinions
By seeking outsider opinions such as external agencies or by creating standardised
processes such as interview questions, you will be able to reduce confirmation
bias which ultimately allows you to cherry-pick the answers you want so you can
proceed forward. Other's opinions will allow you to distance yourself from your
own affirmations and see an individual for who they are.
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Dr Emma Barrowcliffe is a Senior Lecturer at Canterbury Christ Church University
teaching Forensic Psychology and Criminology. Emma joined CCCU in 2020 as a
Lecturer in Applied Criminology and has taught general and forensic related Psychology
undergraduate and postgraduate courses.
Emma’s PhD was in Forensic Psychology with a specific focus on deliberate firesetting.
Her research predominantly relates to developing an understanding of the prevalence
and characteristics of people in the general population who have engaged in deliberate
firesetting, but have not been officially detected for this (i.e., unidentified firesetters).
Emma delivered specialist training relating to understanding and working with adult
firesetters for Fire and Rescue Service personnel around the UK. Recently, she was the
data collector for a joint project between the University of Kent and the NHS relating to
assessing fire interest using virtual reality technology.
Emma has a variety of work experience relating to both Psychology and Criminology.
She has worked in mental health hospitals, been a youth worker, worked in pupil
referral units, and was a manager for the Probation Service. Emma is also a qualified
Clinical Hypnotherapist and a Graduate Member of the British Psychology Society.

canterbury.ac.uk
Since opening, Canterbury Christ Church University is proud
to have supported thousands of students and graduates in
achieving their individual potential, injecting talent and
knowledge into the economy and helping communities
flourish. In 2022, they are celebrating their Diamond Jubilee,
marking 60 years of making a positive difference to people’s
lives, through their education, research and innovation.
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Tom Morris founded tdm recruitment in 2009 following several highly
successful years working in London recruiting for senior roles within the house
building and property sector. In his current role as Managing Director, Tom
focusses his expertise on the land, planning, and development side of the
business, helping to appoint executive director/ board level appointments.
Tom has also grown the company considerably within the last decade and is
proud to have over 80% of his senior team having started as graduates or
trainees.
The tdm brand is one of honesty, trust, and unashamed competitiveness.

tdm-recruitment.com
Formed in 2009, tdm recruitment is one of the UK’s
leading
property
recruitment
consultancies.
Working across the property industry, their sectorspecific recruitment consultants are best placed to
identify market trends, help businesses develop,
and place the next generation of top-tier talent.
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