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IMPORTANT NOTES 

This	 guidebook	 is	 intended	 to	 supplement,	 not	 to	 replace,	 any	official	 search	handbooks	 that	
may	govern	the	search	process	at	your	institution.	

All	search	committee	chairs	and	members	should	be	thoroughly	familiar	with	the	policies	and	
procedures	outlined	in	any	official	documents	developed	by	your	institution.	

This	guidebook	provides	advice	from	experienced	and	successful	search	committee	chairs	and	
from	research	and	advice	literature	on	academic	search	strategies.	

It	is	expected	that	you	will	modify,	adjust,	and/or	adapt	these	recommendations	in	accordance	
with	such	 factors	as	 the	size	of	your	search	committee	and	pool	of	candidates,	 the	breadth	of	
areas	encompassed	in	the	position	description,	and	the	standards	of	your	discipline.
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INTRODUCTION 

Hiring	and	retaining	an	excellent	and	diverse	faculty	is	a	top	priority	for	colleges	and	universi‐
ties	 nationwide.	 Vast	 amounts	 of	 time	 and	 considerable	 monetary	 resources	 are	 devoted	 to	
searching	 for	 and	 hiring	 new	 faculty.	 If	 the	 search	 is	 successful	 and	 results	 in	 the	 hiring	 of	
productive	 faculty	 who	 make	 valuable	 and	 lasting	 contributions	 to	 the	 discipline	 and	 the	
university,	 the	 time	 and	money	 are	 well	 spent.	 If	 the	 search	 is	 unsuccessful	 or	 newly	 hired	
faculty	do	not	remain	 in	 their	positions,	 the	 time,	effort,	and	expenses	 incurred	 in	conducting	
repeated	 searches	 can	 become	 burdensome.	 Consequently,	 many	 universities	 are	 looking	
critically	at	 their	hiring	processes	and	are	 recognizing	 that	 faculty	 search	committees	 receive	
little	education	about	the	process.	These	schools	are	implementing	programs	to	provide	faculty	
with	 information,	 advice,	 and	 techniques	 that	 will	 help	 them	 attract	 excellent	 and	 diverse	
applicant	 pools,	 conduct	 fair	 and	 equitable	 evaluations,	 and	 successfully	 hire	 new	 faculty	
members	who	will	contribute	to	the	excellence	and	diversity	of	their	institutions.	

This	guidebook	serves	as	a	useful	resource	for	schools,	colleges,	and/or	universities	seeking	to	
implement	educational	programs	for	faculty	search	committees.	It	can	also	serve	as	a	resource	
for	individual	members	of	a	search	committee.	

The	 guidebook	 consists	 of	 six	 sections—Six	 Essential	 Elements—each	 targeted	 at	 a	 specific	
stage	of	the	search	process.	

 Element	I,	“Run	an	Effective	and	Efficient	Search	Committee,”	focuses	on	the	earliest	stages	
of	 the	 search	 process—before	 the	 committee	 has	 begun	 recruiting	 applicants.	 It	 provides	
advice	and	suggestions	for	building	an	active	and	involved	search	committee	and	for	estab‐
lishing	policies	and	practices	that	will	help	increase	the	effectiveness	of	the	search.	

 Element	II,	“Actively	Recruit	an	Excellent	and	Diverse	Pool	of	Applicants,”	recommends	that	
search	 committees	 engage	 in	 discussions	 of	 both	 diversity	 and	 excellence	 before	 writing	
position	descriptions	or	announcements,	developing	evaluation	criteria,	 and	 recruiting	ap‐
plicants.	 It	 provides	 suggestions	 for	 initiating	 such	 discussions.	 This	 section	 recommends	
that	search	committees	take	an	active	approach	to	recruiting	and	provides	suggestions	and	
resources	for	doing	so.	

 Element	 III,	 “Raise	Awareness	of	Unconscious	Assumptions	and	 their	 Influence	on	Evalua‐
tion	of	Applicants,”	presents	research	findings	from	a	variety	of	disciplines	(including	cogni‐
tive	 psychology,	 social	 psychology,	 economics,	 and	 organizational	 behavior)	 that	 demon‐
strate	how	unconscious	assumptions	can	influence	the	evaluation	of	applicants.	

 Element	IV,	“Ensure	a	Fair	and	Thorough	Review	of	Applicants,”	relies	on	research	findings	
to	 suggest	methods	 for	 overcoming	 the	 influence	of	 unconscious	bias	 and	 assumptions	on	
the	 evaluation	 of	 applicants.	 It	 also	 provides	 suggestions	 and	 instruments	 for	 conducting	
equitable	evaluations.	

 Element	 V,	 “Develop	 and	 Implement	 an	 Effective	 Interview	 Process,”	 provides	 advice	 and	
recommendations	for	conducting	interviews	and	on‐campus	visits.	This	section	stresses	the	
importance	 of	 recognizing	 that	 interviews	 and	 on‐campus	 visits	 not	 only	 provide	 search	
committee	and	departmental	members	with	the	opportunity	to	evaluate	candidates,	but	also	
provide	 candidates	 with	 opportunities	 to	 evaluate	 their	 potential	 colleagues,	 the	 depart‐
ment,	the	college	or	university,	and	the	community.	This	section	presents	advice	for	utilizing	
principles	 of	 “universal	 design”	 to	 conduct	 interviews	 and	 on‐campus	 visits	 that	meet	 the	
needs	of	candidates	with	and	without	disabilities.	 It	recommends	designing	a	campus	visit	



	

that	will	 be	 a	 good	 experience	 for	 all	 candidates—whether	 or	 not	 they	 are	 the	 candidate	
hired.	

 Element	VI,	“Close	the	Deal:	Successfully	Hire	your	Selected	Candidate,”	provides	advice	and	
suggestions	for	encouraging	your	selected	candidate	to	accept	your	job	offer.	

Each	 of	 these	 six	 sections	 aims	 to	 help	 search	 committees	 improve	 the	 effectiveness	 and	
efficiency	of	all	activities	related	to	recruiting	and	hiring	new	faculty	members.	By	following	the	
recommendations	 outlined	 in	 this	 guidebook,	 search	 committees	 can	 expect	 to	 attract	 appli‐
cants	who	not	only	meet	or	exceed	expectations	in	terms	of	qualifications,	but	also	reflect	the	
diversity	 present	 in	 the	 potential	 applicant	 pool.	 The	 advice	 and	 recommendations	 in	 the	
guidebook	 aim	 to	 help	 search	 committees	 improve	 their	 chances	 of	 hiring	 faculty	 who	 will	
contribute	to	the	excellence	and	diversity	of	their	institution.	

The	definition	of	 “excellence”	will	necessarily	vary	by	 institution,	department,	 and	even	posi‐
tion.	This	 guidebook	 encourages	 search	 committees	 to	 think	 carefully	 and	 strategically	 about	
what	 is	 “excellent”	or	 “best”	 for	 each	position	 given	 the	needs	and	 resources	of	 their	depart‐
ment,	 school,	 college,	 or	 university	 at	 a	 particular	 point	 in	 time.	 It	 recommends	 that	 search	
committees	rely	on	their	developed	definition/s	of	excellence	to	inform	their	advertisements	or	
announcements,	efforts	to	recruit	applicants,	and	criteria	for	evaluation.	

The	 definition	 of	 “diversity”	may	 also	 vary.	 Consequently,	 this	 guidebook	 encourages	 search	
committee	to	discuss	what	“diversity”	means	to	them	individually,	what	“diversity”	means	for	
their	 department,	 and	 why	 it	 is	 important	 for	 the	 department	 to	 strive	 to	 increase	 faculty	
diversity.	 In	 general,	 this	 guidebook	 encourages	 search	 committees	 to	 develop	 very	 broad	
definitions	 of	 diversity.	 Our	 nation’s	 universities	 and	 colleges	 need	 diversity	 in	 discipline,	
intellectual	outlook,	cognitive	style,	and	personality	to	develop	a	dynamic	intellectual	communi‐
ty.	 Diversity	 of	 experience,	 age,	 class,	 physical	 ability,	 religion,	 race,	 ethnicity,	 gender,	 and	
sexual	orientation	are	just	some	of	the	qualities	that	contribute	to	the	richness	of	the	environ‐
ment	for	teaching	and	research.	

In	discussing	diversity,	search	committee	members	should	examine	their	own	departments	and	
consider	the	extent	to	which	they	do	or	do	not	reflect	the	diversity	they	desire.	Because	women	
are	 underrepresented	 in	 many	 disciplines	 (especially	 in	 science,	 technology,	 engineering,	
mathematics,	 and	 academic	medicine)	 and	 specific	minority	 groups	 are	 underrepresented	 in	
most	disciplines,	this	guidebook	offers	suggestions	and	advice	for	recruiting	and	ensuring	fair	
evaluation	 of	 women	 and	 members	 of	 underrepresented	 minority	 groups.	 The	 term	 “un‐
derrepresented,”	in	this	context,	means	that	a	particular	group’s	proportionate	representation	
in	 the	 academy,	 or	 in	 a	 field	 of	 study,	 is	 smaller	 than	 its	 representation	 in	 the	 population	 at	
large.	

It	 is	 important	 to	 recognize	 that	 considerable	 diversity	 exists	within	 the	 categories	 “women”	
and	 “underrepresented	 minority	 groups.”	 “Women”	 includes	 not	 only	 white,	 heterosexual	
women	 but	 also	women	 of	 color,	 of	 different	 sexual	 orientations,	 physical	 abilities,	 religions,	
ethnicities,	 and	 more.	 Members	 of	 “underrepresented	 minority	 groups”	 include	 men	 and	
women	with	varying	 sexual	orientations,	physical	 abilities,	 religions,	 and	 ethnicities,	who	are	
also	 of	 African	 American,	 Hispanic,	 Native	 American,	 Native	 Hawaiian,	 and	 Native	 Alaskan	
descent.	 In	 some	 areas	 of	 the	 country,	 other	 minority	 groups,	 such	 as	 the	 Hmong,	 may	 be	
underrepresented.	 In	 some	 academic	 disciplines,	 additional	 minority	 groups	 may	 be	 un‐
derrepresented.	 For	 example,	 Asian	 Americans	 are	 not	 underrepresented	 in	 the	 academy	 in	
general,	 but	may	 be	 underrepresented	 in	 leadership	 positions	 and	within	 some	 fields	 in	 the	
social	sciences	and	humanities.	
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While	 this	 guidebook	 concentrates	 on	 advice	 and	 resources	 for	 recruiting	 and	 evaluating	
underrepresented	 groups,	 search	 committee	 members	 can	 and	 should	 extrapolate	 from	 this	
advice	to	ensure	that	their	recruitment	efforts	and	evaluation	processes	will	help	them	achieve	
the	breadth	 of	 diversity	 they	desire	 in	 their	 applicants.	 For	 example,	 schools	 or	departments	
that	are	and	have	historically	been	female	dominated,	such	as	social	work	or	nursing,	can	adapt	
the	advice	provided	to	ensure	that	they	reach	male	candidates	and	avoid	bias	in	the	evaluation	
and	 interviewing	 processes.	 Similarly,	 departments	 seeking	 to	 be	 more	 inclusive	 of	 persons	
with	 disabilities,	 to	 expand	 research	 and	 enrich	 curricular	 content	 surrounding	 disability	
studies,	 and/or	 develop	 assistive	 technologies	 can	 adapt	 these	 recommendations	 for	 active	
recruiting	 to	ensure	 that	 they	are	 reaching	 individuals	who	study	and/or	have	disabilities.	 In	
addition,	 they	 can	 use	 other	 portions	 of	 the	 guidebook	 to	 avoid	 biases	 and	 barriers	 in	 their	
evaluation	and	interview	processes.	

Each	department’s	efforts	to	diversify	its	faculty	in	ways	that	are	relevant	to	the	department,	its	
students,	and	the	discipline	will	not	only	enrich	the	scholarly	work	of	the	department	and	the	
educational	experience	of	its	students,	but	will	also	contribute	to	the	establishment	of	universi‐
ties	and	colleges	that	reflect	the	students	and	communities	they	serve.
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ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS 

of a 

SUCCESSFUL SEARCH 

I. RUN AN EFFECTIVE AND EFFICIENT SEARCH 
COMMITTEE 

Preparation: Before the search committee meets (pp. 6–7) 

Tips and guidelines: Running an effective  
and efficient search committee (pp. 7–13) 

Building	rapport	among	committee	members	
Tasks	to	accomplish	in	initial	meetings	
Anticipating	problems	
Concluding	meetings

efine
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II. ACTIVELY RECRUIT AN EXCELLENT 
AND DIVERSE POOL OF APPLICANTS 
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CONCLUSION 

Hiring	new	 faculty	members	provides	 colleges	 and	universities	with	an	opportunity	 to	 shape	
their	future.	New	faculty	are	usually	hired	with	the	expectation	that	they	will	attain	tenure	and	
remain	with	the	institution	for	many	mutually	rewarding	years.	They	will	profoundly	influence	
the	 institution’s	 reputation	 in	 both	 research	 and	 teaching	 domains.	 They	 will	 educate	 and	
inspire	generations	of	students.	As	we	become	an	increasingly	diverse	and	global	society,	 it	 is	
critically	important	that	the	faculty	we	hire	offer	excellence	in	research	and	teaching;	provide	a	
rich	 variety	 of	 disciplinary	 interests,	 perspectives,	 and	 personal	 backgrounds;	 reflect	 the	
diversity	 present	 in	 our	 population;	 and	 contribute	 to	 a	 dynamic	 and	 engaged	 intellectual	
community.	

Yet,	hiring	new	faculty	is	a	time‐consuming	and	expensive	endeavor.	A	failed	search	represents	
a	major	 loss	not	only	of	 the	 time	and	money	 invested	but	also	of	a	 lost	opportunity	 to	hire	 a	
potentially	 valuable	 colleague.	 The	 costs	 of	 hiring	 a	 person	 who	 does	 not	 work	 out	 or	 who	
leaves	the	institution	shortly	after	being	hired	can	be	immense.	A	2010	study	of	faculty	hiring	at	
one	large	research‐intensive	institution	reported	that	over	50%	of	offers	(135	offers)	included	
at	least	$100,000	in	start‐up	costs.1	Clearly,	campuses	can	benefit	from	increasing	the	effective‐
ness	and	efficiency	of	their	search	processes.	

It	 is	 our	 hope	 that	 this	 guidebook	 will	 provide	 faculty	 search	 committees	 with	 information,	
advice,	and	resources	that	will	help	them	run	productive	and	efficient	searches,	create	diverse	
and	 excellent	 applicant	pools,	 conduct	 fair	 and	 effective	 evaluations,	 and	ultimately	hire	new	
faculty	who	will	make	substantial	contributions	to	the	excellence	and	diversity	of	their	institu‐
tions.

                                                      
1.	 University	 of	 Wisconsin‐Madison,	 Office	 of	 Academic	 Planning	 and	 Analysis,	 “Summary	 of	 Faculty	

Recruitment	Efforts,”	2010‐11.	
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