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UNCLASSIFIED

Hi ,

I typed up the below to help structure interviews with media and responses to the questions
that are coming through so far … (including those questions from the HR organization). Let me
know what you think.

-M

Framing of the research (when asked to describe and summarize):

The starting point is the big question … women are 50% of the population and 50% of graduates
from university degrees in the most areas of social sciences and humanities (e.g., including
government, public policy, history, law, and economics) … and women make up 50% of the
public service at entry-level. But why, at the more senior levels of the public service, does the
proportion of positions held by women falls dramatically, to around 30 percent and below in
many agencies (and of course, in comparable parts of the private sector, we see the same
pattern).

Now, there are several possible reasons for this lack of gender diversity at the senior
management level. In particular, there is a discussion of cultural and social pressures associated
with family and parenting responsibilities, availability of flexible working arrangements, and so
on.

One possible reason for the lack of female representation at more senior levels is bias; that is,
people making hiring and promotion decisions may be, consciously or unconsciously, assessing
female candidates unfairly, making explicit or implicit assumptions that women are less able than
male counterparts to perform senior management roles.

If this is the case, introducing de-identification into the recruitment process could be a solution
that would make the process fairer and improve diversity.   

We set out to examine whether this was the case.

What we found was that there was, if anything, a very slight bias in shortlisting candidates for
senior positions in favor of female candidates. That is, when an applicant was identified as
female, she was about 3% more likely to be selected for the shortlist than if reviewers did not
know her gender.

We see this as evidence that recruiters are supporting diversity as an organizational goal with a
very subtle form of positive discrimination in favor of female candidates. 
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Q&A:
 
Do workforce affirmative action programs undermine the merit principle and/or fairness? (Why
did we describe gender only as a “potentially irrelevant” characteristic?)
 
There is a broader debate to be had about the impacts of, and justifications for, affirmative
action -- we are not addressing these issues in this piece of research.
 
Part of that broader debate involves the issue of what structural and cultural barriers women
may have had to overcome to reach the same point as male counterparts at the application
stage (making their on-paper accomplishments more meaningful, in context). From this point of
view, affirmative action is a recognition of unmeasured merit and entirely in line with merit-
based principles.
Part of that debate also involves the organizational benefits of diversity: the extant research
indicates that more diverse teams are more innovative, creative, and successful. This is actually a
major part of the basis for why the worlds’ leading research universities and innovative
companies favor some form of affirmative action (of diversity focus) in their hiring. 
 
 
How much affirmative action is too much?
 
Opponents worry about merit and fairness, but they also worry about that it creates tensions in
organizations and undermines the real achievements of women who are successful based on
talent and hard work.
 
Supporters focus on the great variety of structural and cultural factors that make the playing
field un-level for women.
 
Again, our research is not aimed at assessing the impact of affirmative action or how much
positive discrimination is justified or appropriate given barriers encountered by females (as
students and employees) in various fields. 
 
But we encourage further discussion of these issues and further research to inform these
discussions.
 
Do you believe there is gender-based discrimination in hiring for Australian public service?
 
This is a big question. Women are 50% of the population and 50% of graduates from university
degrees in the most areas of social sciences and humanities (e.g., including government, public
policy, history, law, and economics) that typically prepare people for public service jobs. Women
make up 50% of the public service at entry-level. But at the more senior levels of the public
service, the proportion of positions held by women falls dramatically, to around 30 percent and
below in many agencies.
 
Now, there are several possible reasons for this lack of gender diversity at the senior
management level. In particular, there is a discussion of cultural and social pressures associated



with family and parenting responsibilities, availability of flexible working arrangements, and so
on. One other possible reason for the lack of female representation at more senior levels is bias;
that is, people making hiring and promotion decisions may be, consciously or unconsciously,
assessing female candidates unfairly, making explicit or implicit assumptions that women are less
able than male counterparts to perform senior management roles.
 
If this is the case, introducing de-identification into the recruitment process could be a solution
that would make the process fairer and improve diversity.   
 
We examined just one part of the recruitment process: shortlisting of candidates for senior level
positions. What we found was that there was, if anything, a very slight bias in shortlisting
candidates for senior positions in favor of female candidates. That is, when an applicant was
identified as female, she was about 3% more likely to be selected for the shortlist than if
reviewers did not know her gender.
 
We see this as evidence that recruiters are supporting diversity as an organizational goal with a
very subtle form of positive discrimination in favor of female candidates in the shortlisting stage
of recruitment  
 
There are other stages of recruitment that we have not assessed in this study and where bias
(for or against female candidates may be more pronounced). For example, job advertisements
may be worded in ways that discourage (or encourage) applications from female candidates. Job
interviews and review panel discussions may be structured conducted in ways that make female
candidates less (or more) likely to be favourable assessed compared with male counterparts. Our
study does not examine these other parts of the recruitment process. 
 
What steps would you recommend for employers going forward?
 
Many organizations, include government agencies, are trialling the de-identification of job
applications as a way of mitigating bias at the early stages of the recruitment process and
promoting diversity. Yet, the costs of de-identification can be high (manual de-identification of
materials or development of a customized software platform) and the effects of de-identification
are uncertain. The study highlights the need for caution as the impact of de-identification hinges
critically upon the amount and direction of bias present in the status quo setting: introducing de-
identification in a context in which recruiters are already exhibiting a positive bias towards
women or minority groups can undermine efforts to promote diversity.
 
Our results help to demonstrate the importance of testing interventions to address gender
equality and diversity before introducing them at full scale.  The findings should provide impetus
for employers to conduct rigorous evaluations of initiatives aimed at increasing gender and
ethnic diversity at all levels.
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To: Prime Minister (for information before the report is published during the week of 
26 June)  
BETA REPORT - GOING BLIND TO SEE MORE CLEARLY: UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 
IN AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC SERVICE SHORTLISTING PROCESSES 

Recommendations - that you 

1. Note the findings of BETA’s trial testing the effectiveness of de-identifying
applications in eliminating unconscious bias.

2. Note that BETA intends to publicly release the report in the week of 26-30 June 2017.

Noted 

MALCOLM TURNBULL Date: 

Comments: 

Key Points: 

1. BETA partnered with the APSC and 14 other APS agencies to test the impact of
de-identifying applications at the shortlisting stage of recruitment. This was to examine
whether de-identification helps to eliminate unconscious bias and promote hiring diversity
(see report at Attachment A).

2. Evidence on the effects of de-identifying job applications is limited and mixed. In the
1970s and 1980s, a curtain between musicians and a jury helped improve the chances that
women were selected for the American Symphony Orchestra, suggesting an unconscious
bias towards men. To our knowledge, our study is the first of its kind for the public
service.

3. What we found is that de-identifying applications at the shortlisting stage does not appear
to assist in promoting diversity within the APS in hiring. Overall, APS officers
discriminated in favour of female and minority candidates. The practical impact is that, if
implemented, de-identification may frustrate diversity efforts. The results from the trial
are presented in Attachment B and include:

a. Assigning female identities increases the probability the CV is shortlisted by 2.9% on
average, relative to the de-identified version.

b. Assigning a male identity decreases the probability the CV is shortlisted by 3.2% on
average, relative to the de-identified version.

c. The Indigenous female candidate was 22.2% more likely to be shortlisted on average
when identified compared to the de-identified version.
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d. The Indigenous male CV was 9.4% more likely to be shortlisted on average compared
to when it is de-identified.

4. The results of this trial help to demonstrate the importance of testing interventions before
introducing them at full scale. BETA proposes to build on these results by taking the trial
‘to the field’ (i.e. to test de-identification in a real recruitment process) in addition to
trialling other behaviourally-informed interventions during recruitment where unconscious
bias may be occurring.

5. BETA plans to share the results of this trial throughout the APS, and with other
behavioural economics teams. Professor Hiscox will share the details of this trial at
BX2017 in Singapore later this month.

6. Talking points and Q&As have been drafted to assist with media queries (Attachment C).
Professor Hiscox will respond to any subsequent media inquiries.

Sensitivities: 

7. This trial was conducted as a framed field experiment, meaning individuals knew they
were part of a study, but were unaware that the study was focussed on unconscious bias.
As a result, there is potential for subject reactivity or scrutiny bias (e.g. participants may
have behaved differently to how they would in a real recruitment situation and/or may
have guessed the purpose of the study). Voluntary participation may have attracted
participants who were more likely to support diversity and gender equality.

8. There may also be some concerns about how generalisable the results of this trial are
given that it has yet to be applied in a ‘real world’ setting.

9. We found that there was variation in behaviour across agencies. As such, generalised
strategies in response to the results from this study should be approached with caution.
The impact of de-identification will hinge critically upon the amount and direction of bias
present in each agency.

Background: 

10. Women are under-represented in management and executive level positions across the
private and public sectors. In 2016, women comprised 59.0% of the APS, but accounted
for 48.9% of its executive level officers and only 42.9% of its Senior Executive Service
(SES) officers. These statistics may reflect gender discrimination in hiring and promotion
processes as a result of unconscious cognitive biases that affect decision-making.

Policy Officer: Tara Oliver 
Phone no:  
Consultation: Australian Public Service 
Commission; Secretaries Equality & Diversity 
Council  

 
Advisor, BETA 
21 June 2017 
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ATTACHMENTS 

ATTACHMENT A  EMBARGOED REPORT ON GOING BLIND TO SEE MORE 
CLEARLY: UNCONSCIOUS BIAS IN AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC SERVICE 
SHORTLISTING PROCESSES 

ATTACHMENT B  TRIAL RESULTS 

ATTACHMENT C  TALKING POINTS AND Q&A 















































Attachment B: results of the trial 

Figure 1 reports the key results on gender bias as a probability of being shortlisted. For a given set of 
CVs, assigning female identities increases the probability of the CV being shortlisted by 2.9% on 
average relative to the de-identified version. For the same set of CVs, assigning a male identity 
decreases the probability the CV is shortlisted by 3.2% on average. Both of these differences are small 
but are statistically significant at the 99% confidence level (meaning that the same result would be 
found 99% of the time if this exercise were repeated over and over again in the actual population). 
What this means is that, in practice, if applications were de-identified, we could expect that the 
likelihood of any female candidate being shortlisted would fall by 2.9%, on average, while likelihood 
of any male candidate being shortlisted would go up by 3.2%. Note that all results are reporting the 
probability of being shortlisted, not how the proportion of males and females in the shortlist 
composition changes with de-identification. 
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Figure 1: Gender bias - what is the effect of identification 
on the shortlist

Candidates were shortlisted more when their names indicated they were female.
Male candidates were less likely to be shortlisted when their names were identifiable.
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BETA report: Going blind to see more clearly 

Talking Points and Q&As 

 Women are under-represented in management and executive level positions across the private

and public sectors.

 It is possible that the gender imbalance in APS leadership may be due to gender discrimination in

recruitment processes.

 To test this theory, 14 departments and over 2,000 people participated in a study to ascertain if

de-identification or ‘blinding’ job applications by removing candidate’s personal details during

the APS shortlisting process could help fix this issue.

 The results showed that blinding a CV at the shortlisting stage of recruitment does not appear to

assist in promoting diversity in hiring decisions on average

 In fact, APS officers generally discriminated in favour of female and minority candidates.

 This trial highlights the importance of testing to discover what actually works.

 This trial is an important step in improving the way we recruit staff to ensure that recruitment

decisions are not influenced by unrelated factors or unconscious biases.

 The APS is committed to ensuring that recruitment and selection processes are fair, based on

merit and importantly, free from bias.

Why was this study conducted? 

 Having a workforce that is diverse, inclusive and reflects society is important.

 In 2016, women comprised 59.0% of the APS as a whole, but accounted for 48.9% of its

executive level officers and only 42.9% of its Senior Executive Service (SES) officers.

 Achieving gender equality in APS leadership is a key action set out in the APS Gender Equality

Strategy.

Why do you think gender discriminations occurs in the recruitment process? 

 This isn’t necessarily because of explicit discrimination – it may be occurring because of our

unconscious biases, or shortcuts we all use when we make decisions.

 It is common to want to hire someone who is like us, or who reminds us of someone we have

worked well with previously.

 This is an example of a cognitive bias where we are influenced by irrelevant factors that may

prevent us from making the best decision.

What is de-identification or ‘blinding’? 

 ‘Blinding’ is a simple concept: to focus on what really matters, we hide the things that don’t.

Document 2 - 
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 We’ve seen this work in American Symphony Orchestras in the 1970s and 1980s where a curtain 

between musicians and a jury helped improve the chances that women were selected for the 

American Symphony Orchestra. 

 Today, reality TV uses a similar concept for people auditioning for a popular singing competition, 

by ‘blinding’ the judges to the appearance of candidates. 

 We are not aware of any existing studies that have been done to trial the effect of de-

identification in the APS context. 

What is the shortlisting trial?  

 The Behavioural Economics Team of Australia (BETA), worked with the Australian Public Service 

Commission (APSC) in partnership to rigorously test the extent of unconscious bias at the 

shortlisting stage of APS recruitment processes. 

Who participated in the shortlisting exercise?  

A total of 2,108 staff at the Executive Level 1, Executive Level 2, and SES Band 1 classifications from 

the following agencies within the APS participated in the shortlisting exercise: 

1. Department of Agriculture & Water Resources 

2. Australian Taxation Office 

3. Attorney General’s Department 

4. Department of Defence 

5. Department of Foreign Affairs & Trade 

6. Department of Employment,  

7. Department of Environment and Energy 

8. Fair Work Ombudsman 

9. Department of Health,  

10. Department of Industry, Innovation & Science 

11. Offices of National Assessments 

12. Department of the Prime Minister & Cabinet 

13. Department of Social Services 

14. Department of the Treasury 

The APSC partnered with BETA on the design of the trial, but no APSC staff participated in the trial. 

What were the results of the trial?  

The results of the trial indicated that, on average: 

 de-identifying applications at the shortlisting stage of recruitment does not appear to assist in 

promoting diversity in hiring decisions; 

 overall, APS officers generally discriminated in favour of female and minority candidates; 

 positive discrimination was strongest for Indigenous female candidates who were 22.2% more 

likely to be shortlisted when identifiable compared to when CVs were de-identified; 

 although the effect of de-identification is modest, it points to the existence of a form of subtle 

discrimination (or affirmative action) that favours female and minority applicants, and 

disadvantages male candidates; 

 results varied by agency, and also by gender and age group.  

 



Will agency results be publicly available? Which agencies displayed the most/least bias?  

 Publicly available results are presented at an aggregate level across all participating agencies.  

 Where participation rates were sufficiently high to detect statistically significant results, agency-

level data will be provided to individual agencies.  

 It will be up to individual agencies to make their data available.   

How did BETA and the APSC ensure the exercise was conducted to a high ethical standard? 

 The trial was subjected to ethics review All BETA research projects involving human participants 

are subject to, and compliant with, the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 

Research.  

 The trial did not involve real applicants or positions. Participants understood that they were 

considering fictitious applicants and positions.  

Should other organisations be applying ‘blind’ recruitment processes?  

 The results of this trial confirms that it is important to check how people actually behave, 

compared to how you think they will behave.  

 This is why BETA is aiming to replicate this study in the field to produce further evidence of 

behaviour.  

 There are a range of new recruitment platforms which are being developed to redesign the 

process to eliminate unconscious bias.  

 Where there is positive bias in an organisation towards females or minorities, a flexible 

approach which promotes diversity in hiring may still be of assistance.  

 

Project Staff (for Communications staff to contact for urgent enquiries) 
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From:  
Sent: Sunday, 2 July 2017 2:40 PM
To: Complaints
Subject: Regarding the conclusion of a study

Hello complaints team,

I have a complaint about:

https://pmc.gov.au/resource-centre/domestic-policy/going-blind-see-more-clearly-
unconscious-bias-australian-public-services-shortlisting-processes

Particularly this conclusion of the results:
"Overall, the results indicate the need for caution when moving towards ’blind’
recruitment processes in the APS, as de-identification may frustrate efforts aimed at
promoting diversity."

As an Australian Citizen, I expect public service officials to be hired based on merit. The tax
revenues of this country should go towards funding competent employees who work on
behalf of the country. The conclusion above is at odds with this as it specifies competency
is at odds with promoting diversity.

If a company released a study/conclusion such as this, what kind of response would
shareholders have? They would not care about diversity, they would wish the company to
hire the best, brightest and most competent people for the job. It is in the same vein, that I
wish for my governing body to only choose employees that are going to further the
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governing body's main goal - increasing efficiency of said organisation. A diversified but
less competent pool of staff does not achieve this outcome.

As an aside, any study where the participants know they are being measured is almost
useless anyway. This is evident from the surprising 22%+ additional likelihood that an
aboriginal female is chosen when applicants were identifiable, which I'm sure was quite
surprising to those unaware of the possibility of "virtue signalling". Whoever conducted
this study has wasted a lot of time and resources that could be better used elsewhere.

This is probably the wrong email address for my complaint, so if this needs to be passed on
to a different area, or better yet: to tell me my "complaint has been received, thank you
for your feedback" then so be it.

Kind regards,

s47F
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