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Tackling unconscious bias in recruitment,
selection and promotion processes
A rapid evidence assessment: Executive summary
This rapid evidence assessment (REA) aimed to identify interventions that might reduce unconscious
bias in organisations, specifically in relation to recruitment, retention and career progression of
under-represented groups. Although there were few studies found that examined impact on behaviour
change, there was some evidence, from both laboratory and field studies, of approaches that may be
promising. Positive reinforcement of black and minority ethnic (BME) candidates, through priming in
pre-test communications, increased their pass rate in online tests. More generally, using interactive
sessions to educate participants about unconscious bias along with practical training on techniques to
tackle it, were found, in laboratory settings to have a sustained positive impact on levels of concern about
discrimination and levels of implicit bias. There is scope for further testing given many of the studies were
conducted in simulated environments, with non-police personnel, using different types of interventions.
There may be some simple steps that organisations can take to reduce unconscious bias, for example,
anonymising the application process, which would benefit from testing.
Introduction
In support of its BME Progression 2018 programme, the College of Policing commissioned a review of the
research literature to identify interventions that might reduce unconscious bias in organisations’ recruitment,
retention and progression processes. Unconscious bias has been defined as a process by which a person
makes sense of the world around them by making assumptions and associations about people’s characteristics,
without being consciously aware of this process (Jones and Cornish, 2013). Such ‘mental shortcuts’ may be
a factor linked to ongoing discrimination in organisations.
The REA is based on eight studies published since 1995. Included studies were selected on the basis of
specified inclusion criteria that related to the focus of the research on tackling unconscious or implicit bias in
a workplace setting. The review used a clear protocol to search for, sift and bring together the most relevant
research papers. Overall the literature fell into two broad categories: psychological laboratory experiments
and field experiments. The applicability of the findings from the laboratory experiments to real world
processes is unknown.
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Findings
While the number of evaluated interventions identified through the literature search was fairly small, and
sometimes not of the type required to make statements about ‘what works’, the evidence that was identified
suggested that there may be some positive steps that organisations can take to reduce unconscious bias.
■

Priming – a randomised control trial1 conducted with candidates applying to join a police force, found
that BME candidates who were prompted in the email inviting them to attend a test to reflect on
what might make them a good addition to the force, and how that would impact their community,
performed better than those who did not receive the prompt.

■

Education about unconscious bias – two studies2 with pre and post measures found that educating
people about the existence and malleability of unconscious bias can lead to its reduction as measured
through specially designed tests.

■

Training in strategies to tackle unconscious bias – research suggests that training people in how to use strategies
that may inhibit stereotypes may also be effective3. Such strategies could include taking the perspective of a
person in an underrepresented group or obtaining specific information about a member of an underrepresented
group and evaluating this person based on personal attributes in order to challenge potential stereotypes.

■

The evidence reviewed suggests that education or training programmes may be more effective when
participants are engaged and motivated (eg, they participate willingly) and the intervention is part of
a broad diversity strategy that aims to change organisational culture.

Although there are some approaches that may look promising, a number of studies found that some interventions
to tackle unconscious bias may have less success and some may even have unintended effects. There is some
evidence that suppressing stereotypes may result in individuals reverting back to holding the stereotypic view
about an underrepresented group that they were trying to suppress. In addition, some research evidence suggests
that it is possible that exposure to highly positive role models as a way of heightening career aspirations can result
in individuals doubting their own abilities, in cases where role models are not perceived as genuine.
For the full report and references please see http://whatworks.college.police.uk/research/pages/published
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Protecting the public
Supporting the fight against crime
As the professional body for policing, the College of Policing sets high professional standards to help forces cut
crime and protect the public. We are here to give everyone in policing the tools, skills and knowledge they need
to succeed. We will provide practical and common-sense approaches based on evidence of what works.
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