Guidelines for
inclusive position
descriptions

Overview
An efficient recruitment strategy is crucial for the success of a research group. Research
indicates that hiring practices can disadvantage some people, reducing the pool of
candidates and affecting our ability to recruit well.
In particular, the poor representation of women in our teams strongly suggests our
hiring disfavours them. Even though an imbalance exists already at the undergraduate
level, the number of women drops substantially among PhD students and postdocs.
As several sectors face similar challenges, a range of inclusive recruitment strategies
have been proposed and tested. The evidence suggests that there are simple things
we can do to increase the number of women and people from other underrepresented
groups in STEM that apply for our jobs:
Although local institutions impose constraints on the hiring procedures and ad format,
there are key choices that are entirely up to us that can make a real difference:
•
•
•
•
•

Think about what skills you actually want
Avoid long lists of requirements
Avoid gendered language
Include a statement about inclusivity
Promote flexibility

These guidelines are intended to help improve the diversity of EQUS by ensuring that
our position descriptions encourage a diverse applicant pool. They are not meant as a
deﬁnitive list: experience and feedback will be crucial to keep improving our practices.
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Guidelines
Think about what skills you actually want
Do you really expect a student to be an expert before starting a PhD, or do you want
them to learn in the role? Do you really want your postdoc to be a ‘leader’, or do you
want them to glue the group together, and be creative?
Requiring a high level of expertise in a narrow ﬁeld can discourage candidates with an
excellent track record in a closely related topic. This can bias against women, who tend
to be stricter when assessing whether they meet the required criteria.
Include only the skills or experience that you actually want and/or word the criteria to
reflect the opportunity to learn and develop in the role. For example:
• “You will explore the practical applications of levitated particles, work with
nanofabrication to boost optical forces, and work towards the development of
practical devices.”
• “This position comes with the potential to travel and present your work at
international conferences, the opportunity to work in a dynamic team, and
you will be supported if you wish to develop your teaching and/or public
communication skills.”
• “The success of this project will rely on your creativity and team-working
abilities, you will mentor PhD students on the team, and will guide the project
in collaboration with the group leader.”
• “You will be expected to develop into an expert in the levitated optomechanics
community, to continuously learn new skills, and to be able to conﬁdently place
our research in context. This role is compatible with a range of physics research
backgrounds, including quantum optics, atomic physics, and optical tweezers.”

Avoid long lists of requirements
When looking at criteria in job ads, typically men are more likely to think, “I can do 50% of
them, I’m eligible”, whereas women are more likely to think, “I can only do 50% of them,
I’m ineligible”. Consequently, long lists of requirements bias the applicant pool towards
men.
To avoid this:
•
•
•
•

Minimise rigid requirements of the role
Separate essential or required and non-essential or desirable qualiﬁcations
Emphasise the opportunity to learn, be trained and/or grow in the role
Focus on the core duties or inherent requirements of the job and what is to be
achieved rather than how it is to be achieved
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This doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t list the skills necessary for the job. For example:
Required skills for this role include:
• The ability to clearly express your ideas and communicate in a team
• The ability to work independently on problems, and motivate junior members of
the team
• The ability to see the bigger picture, and have vision for the future development
of the project
• Proven, high-quality data-analysis
• Proven skills in use and design of optical systems
The project will beneﬁt from the following skills, with ample opportunity to learn
them during the project:
•
•
•
•
•

Experimental design skills
Familiarity with optical trapping technology
Familiarity with ﬁbre optics
A knowledge of the ﬁeld of optomechanics
A knowledge of fundamental quantum physics

Avoid gendered language
Certain words are traditionally associated with male or female roles, and so can bias the
applicant pool.
The following terms may bias the pool towards men:
•
•
•
•

World-class, competitive, assertive
Challenge, driven, superior, analytical, independent
Guru, ninja, superstar, fearless
Winner, relentless focus, able to work with equally ambitious people

The following terms may be more relatable to women:
• Dedicated, dependable, committed
• Collaborative, sociable, creative, community
The Gender Decoder is a free online tool to check whether a job advert includes subtle
male language that may discourage female applicants.

Include a statement about inclusivity
It can help to be upfront about your commitment to fostering an inclusive and diverse
research group. Anecdotal evidence indicates that even the position of an inclusivity
statement matters: if inclusivity is a priority, it should be one of the ﬁrst things
mentioned.
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Although central HR offices often have standardised diversity statements, you may also
write something speciﬁc about your group. For example:
• “We want to increase the diversity of our workforce to better reflect the
communities we serve and to improve equal employment opportunity for our
employees.”
• “To deliver the best outcomes for our nation and our global research community
we want a workforce that reflects the diverse community that we serve. We have
an ethos that values diversity and the skills, knowledge and experience a diverse
workforce brings to our research and our Centre.”

Promote flexibility
Flexible workplaces are a key to attracting a diverse workforce and to creating
an environment in which staff have high levels of performance and wellbeing.
Flexibility can improve performance, organisational sustainability, employer reputation,
employee engagement, gender equality and talent management.
Each EQUS Partner University has provisions to provide flexible working arrangements
to staff and these should be referenced in job descriptions and integrated into job and
work design.

Additional resources
The following resources give similar advice, but may also provide more of the underlying
evidence:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Universities Australia Executive Women (UAEW)
Macquarie University
STEM Women
Monster
Morgan McKinley
Luminate Prospects UK, 3 ways to make your job adverts gender inclusive
Sonovate
5 must-dos for writing inclusive job descriptions
Australian Human Rights Commission: step-by-step guide to preventing discrimination in recruitment
• Data Doesn’t Lie: Removing these gendered keywords gets you more applicants
• CIO: How gender-neutral job postings decrease time to hire
• SEEK: How to avoid unconscious bias in job ads
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Support
If you would like feedback on your job ad or assistance in writing an inclusive job ad,
please contact the EQUS Chief Operating Officer (coo@equs.org).
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