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Most nonprofits understand the importance of 
diversity. They know that diverse teams are 
more creative, build better relationships with 
stakeholders, develop stronger solutions, and 

achieve better outcomes in every performance measure.
But there’s one aspect of diversity that many nonprofits 
aren’t focused on: unconscious bias in the recruiting process. 
To maximize inclusion, you must be aware of – and work 
to avoid – your internal biases. It’s important to disrupt 
unconscious bias in the following ways.
Educate your recruiting team. Make sure your 
interviewers know what bias is and how it can impact the 
hiring process. Offer articles and trainings to help mitigate 
against unconscious bias. As part of this education and 
training, explain the most common biases and how they 
may impact hiring decisions.
For instance, understand the “halo and horn effect.” It’s 
common to associate certain factors (such as graduating 
from a prestigious university) with particular traits (this 
candidate must be extraordinarily intelligent). If you (or 
someone else on your hiring committee) “prefer” someone 
who went to a certain school or is from your hometown, it 
can create a “halo effect” where that one detail impacts 
your opinion of the candidate. In reality, a degree from a 
top school – or a parallel experience with a member of the 
hiring team – doesn’t necessarily mean someone is an ideal 
candidate. 
Conversely, one negative association (even something 
as minor as supporting a rival sports team) can create 
a “horn effect” that results in a negative perception of 
someone because of a single trait or factor. These effects are 
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particularly insidious because we’re often not aware that 
they’re shaping our perceptions and, ultimately, decisions. 
During the hiring process, we’re inclined to favor candidates 
“like us,” with shared interests, backgrounds, or beliefs. 
This tendency to prefer people like ourselves is known as 
“affinity bias.” We may not feel a connection to someone 
from a very different background and may thus see them 
less favorably as a candidate.
But if we hire only people “like us,” we’ll create a 
homogeneous workforce. Building a workforce with a variety 
of backgrounds, experiences, beliefs, and perspectives is 
critical to your organization’s success.
In some organizations, new hires are determined by 
committee. In these cases, beware of “bandwagon bias,” 
where people believe something just because the group 
holds that belief. 
Change your structure and processes. One of the 
most important initiatives you can take is to implement 
structured, consistent processes. As part of this effort, 
develop core competencies that your ideal candidate will 
possess – and do so before beginning a search. What skills 
and characteristics should candidates offer? What type of 
experience will be crucial to their ability to do the job well? 
Compare all prospects against this same list. 
Consistency is key. Ask each candidate the same interview 
questions to ensure your assessments are impartial and 
unbiased. Have the same person (or people) interview all 
candidates so prospects can be fairly assessed. Interviewers 
should use the same pre-determined criteria and structured 
process for each candidate.
Another technique that has been valuable in reducing bias 
and increasing hiring diversity is using “blind” resumes 
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and work samples. Redacting certain information on a 
resume or CV (such as name, address, education, and other 
personal details about candidates) evens the playing field 
and keeps you focused only on the candidates’ experience 
and qualifications.
Create assignments that provide tangible insights into 
how each candidate would do in the actual work of the job. 
Develop sample scenarios based on real-world situations that 
your teams face, and ask candidates for their assessments: 
How would they solve a relevant problem? What would they 
do in a certain scenario? 
Give all candidates the same test, and evaluate them all 
on the same criteria. And, ideally, make it a “blind” test 
with identifying information removed so candidates can 
be judged solely on their answers and not on their gender, 
age, or other factors.
Improve your job descriptions. Job descriptions can 
tie into bias. Certain requirements (such as an advanced 
degree or years of experience) can attract a homogenous 
group. Some candidates might have significant education or 
a robust amount of work experience; others may have spent 
years traveling, volunteering, or parenting. Don’t assume 
that one “path” is preferable to another. 
Diverse experiences, backgrounds, and choices are valuable 
in a workforce, so don’t discount candidates that didn’t 
travel a “traditional” path. Their life experiences and 
unique perspectives can be tremendously valuable within 
the workplace.
Also, be mindful of the words you use in your job 
descriptions. Words like “assertive,” and “competitive” 
can be off-putting to some prospects. Use neutral language 
to entice a more diverse candidate pool. Eliminate gender-
specific pronouns: It’s becoming common to use “they” as 
a pronoun (rather than “he” or “she”) in job descriptions 
to avoid gender bias and signal a commitment to diversity.
Expand your network. To maximize diversity, look 
farther afield. Don’t rely solely on the recruiting methods 
you’ve always used or you’ll wind up recruiting a homogenous 
group of candidates. For instance, employee referrals are 
often ineffective in increasing diversity efforts. Employees 
tend to refer people similar to themselves in terms of race, 
education, and background. 
To recruit a more diverse pool of candidates – and build a 
more diverse workforce – go beyond the “usual” referral 
sources. Task your recruiting team to reach out to a wide 
range of organizations and sources to expand candidate 
pipelines. 
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Avoid These Biases when Hiring
The best way to combat unconscious bias is to recognize 
it and then use hiring practices that promote equity, 
consistency, and fairness. Before you start the hiring 
process, learn about these biases in yourself and others on 
the search committee:
Affinity Bias: You favor someone you see as similar to 
yourself.
Bandwagon Effect: You choose one candidate simply 
because everyone around you favors that person.
Confirmation Bias: Once you’ve decided you like 
someone as a candidate, you search for information that 
will confirm your first impressions.
Halo Effect: You’re impressed by one thing in the 
candidate’s background, so you see that person as positive 
in other areas as well.
Horn Effect: You see something about the candidate as 
negative, so you rule against the person as a whole. 
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