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Eliminate bias to hire the best

Standardized questions,
panel-style interviews
reduce risks, costs

BY FRANCES RANDLE,
BRAD BEVERIDGE
AND BARRIE CARLYLE

onsider the following scenarios:

Two qualified candidates, one in

her 20s and one in his 50s, apply for

a position in advertising — but only
the woman is interviewed. An overweight
man applies for an executive position at a fi-
nancial services firm but is turned away de-
spite his high skills and excellent refer-
ences. The employers give what seem like
fair reasons for the hiring choices: The 20-
something is a better fit with the advertis-
ing agency’s culture and there are concerns
the overweight man might not have the en-
ergy required for a high-stress executive po-
sition.

Countless organizations say things like,
“We’d love an experienced vice-president,”
“We need an MBA” or “We need an accoun-
tant.” In many instances, there are legiti-
mate business reasons for focusing on a spe-
cific skill set, which is called intentional bias.
But when unintentional and personal bias
impact the hiring process, many organiza-
tions miss out on hiring the best person for
the job.

Employing with bias brings significant
business risk, when what should be insignif-
icant factors — such as gender, age, looks or
social status — distract an employer from
objectively evaluating and hiring the best
candidates.

And when there are performance issues
or retention problems, it costs an organiza-
tion, not just in dollars to cover the financial
costs of attrition — including lost opportuni-
ties, severance and rehiring — but in poten-
tial reputational risk should an organization
become known as a “revolving door” and not
a desirable workplace.

More than ever, organizations need to
make a conscious effort to fully understand
and prevent bias, stereotypes and assump-
tions from adversely affecting the interview
process.

Random processes produce random results

Interviews are the most commonly used
component of hiring but research has found
a traditional job interview is only slightly
better than flipping a coin in predicting job
performance. Many interviewers think they
have good instincts about candidates and
can use them to make good hiring decisions,
but this is not always the case. Not many in-
terviewers are trained and certified, so it’s
often the untrained who are making the ma-
jority of critical hiring decisions.

Interviewers often ask the wrong ques-
tions and use inconsistent evaluation tech-
niques. Additionally, many interviewers
tend to reach a decision about an applicant
in the first three to five minutes and then
spend the remaining interview time ratio-
nalizing their decision. These quick judg-
ments contribute to bias that interferes with
the quality and accuracy of assessing appli-
cants.

The reality is many interviewers unin-
tentionally hire people like themselves, with
similar styles and personalities, because
they feel comfortable with them.

Steps to eliminate bias

Effective interviewing takes careful plan-
ning and effort so decisions are based on rel-
evant, sound information, not just first im-
pressions. Structured interviews produce
better judgments and an unbiased inter-
viewing process should be based on the fol-
lowing principles.

Clearly defined job requirements: Clearly
defining the key job requirements is the first
step to eliminating bias. This is more than a
job description — it’s a detailed understand-
ing of the skills and leadership competencies
candidates need to succeed. This document
becomes the basis to create standardized in-
terview questions to enable interviewers to
objectively judge whether candidates possess
the required skills and competencies.

Standard interview questions: Once stan-
dard interview questions are developed, in-
terviewers should ask all candidates the
same series of job-related, behaviour-based
questions to make objective comparisons be-
tween candidates, rather than relying on in-
tuition or partial information. Before con-
ducting any interviews, interviewers should

determine appropriate responses for each
question and then use a one to five rating to
increase objectivity, reduce interviewer bias
and improve the accuracy of candidate as-
sessment.

Interviewers should recognize, during an
interview, applicants are probably the best
they will ever be. Promises and past experi-
ence are not necessarily a guarantee of fu-
ture performance. Behavioural questions
usually start with “Give us an example...” to
help reduce that smokescreen by asking for
actual performance results.

An objective interview process: Structure
is equally important for the candidate eval-
uation and rating process. Ideally, there
should be multiple interviewers who repre-
sent all stakeholders. A panel-style inter-
view provides the most unbiased approach.
For a candidate, it’s her one opportunity to
make a good first impression. For the inter-
viewers, it means all are present at the same
time, asking the same questions and hearing
the same responses.

Take notes during an interview and de-
brief immediately following the last inter-
view, using a scoring sheet to rate each an-
swer to assess the candidates. Use examples,
not hunches, to support ratings and don’t
rely on memory, which can be biased.

By consistently applying the above prin-
ciples, an organization will increase effi-
ciency and accuracy while eliminating unin-
tentional bias by:

*focusing the interview on relevant job be-
haviours

sencouraging the applicant to describe his
behaviour rather than providing rehearsed
answers

fairly comparing candidates through con-
sistency in questions and evaluation.

Companies can no longer afford to allow
bias to affect hiring processes and decisions.
Smart organizations are preparing for the
next round in the war for talent by taking the
necessary steps to assess hiring practices
and by professionally training interviewers
to eliminate bias to find and hire the best
possible people.

Frances Randle is managing director of
recruitment solutions, Brad Beveridge is
managing director of Amrop Knightsbridge
executive search and Barrie Carlyle is
director of outsourced recruiting at
Knightsbridge. For more information, visit
www.knightsbridge.ca.
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