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Relationships with Applicants:
Potential Conflicts of Interest and Perceptions of Bias

Before search committees begin reviewing applications, they should have an open conversation about all aspects of the review process, including a discussion about the types of relationships with applicants that are 1) always considered conflicts of interest by the university; 2) may be considered conflicts of interest by the hiring unit; and 3) may create bias or the perception of bias.

In the context of serving on a search committee, a conflict of interest occurs when a search committee member will in some way benefit from a particular applicant's success, either materially or in terms of status or prestige. Obvious cases of a conflict of interest, therefore—which are spelled out in Faculty Code section 24-50—include having 1) a familial relationship with an applicant (i.e., spouse or partner, sibling, parent or child); 2) a romantic or sexual relationship with an applicant; or 3) a business or financial relationship with an applicant. These relationships should always result in the committee member’s recusal.

Other relationships may be perceived as creating a potential conflict of interest within the hiring unit. These can include various academic and professional relationships, such as a current or past academic advising role (e.g., serving or having served as an applicant’s dissertation chair or co-chair), a current or past research collaboration, or a current or past co-authorship on a grant or publication. The Faculty Code leaves these determinations to the unit, noting that “No list of rules can provide direction for all the varying circumstances that may arise; good judgment of individuals is essential.”

In addition to potential conflicts of interest, committees should explicitly discuss potential bias and potential perception of bias based on a committee member’s relationships with applicants under consideration. Ideally, search committees should be composed of members who are “at an arm’s length” from all applicants. Therefore, before reviewing any application materials, committee members should scan the list of applicant names and disclose when they have any academic, professional, or personal relationship with an applicant that could appear to create a conflict of interest or could appear to bias the committee member’s judgment in relation to the applicant, either positively or negatively.
Most of our fields and subfields are relatively small, so we expect to know many of our more experienced applicants through their published work or through their involvement in conferences and professional organizations. We also expect to be familiar with at least some of our early career applicants through our associations with their advisers and graduate or post-doctoral programs. These types of casual professional relationships do not constitute conflicts of interest. Depending on the context, however, they may create the perception of bias.

As a best practice, when in doubt, always disclose professional and personal relationships with applicants up front. The committee can then discuss whether any disclosures warrant the committee member’s recusal, either from evaluating a particular application in the early rounds of assessment or from serving on the search committee entirely. If the committee has trouble coming to consensus on these issues, the committee chair should consult with unit leadership for additional guidance. The APF Associate Vice Provost for Inclusive Excellence is also available for consultation.

The goal of these discussions is to make sure all applicants are treated fairly by all committee members—including external applicants who are already well-known to committee members either personally or by reputation, as well as any internal applicants—and to make sure that committee members consistently fulfill their obligation to maintain confidentiality.

When we have access to additional information about a particular applicant—such as a current colleague, former student, or friend from graduate school—we may be tempted to base our evaluation on prior personal knowledge, anecdotes, or gossip, rather than on a thorough review of the applicant’s submitted materials. For well-known internal applicants, we may be tempted to simply skip parts of the formal evaluation process altogether. All applicants, however—whether internal or external, known or unknown—should be assessed based on the same kinds of evidence and using the same processes and criteria.

Finally, we may be tempted to share confidential information about the hiring process with applicants or the advisers of applicants whom we know well. Any sharing of information outside official communications from the search committee or from unit leadership constitutes a breach of confidentiality. Here, too, the best practice in these cases is simple: Always err on the side of being scrupulously fair and equitable. When in doubt, consult with the search committee chair, unit leadership, or the APF Associate Vice Provost for Inclusive Excellence.
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