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Three Key Ways to Reduce Bias 
in Performance Evaluations and 
Promotions

Unfair performance evaluations and promotion processes are a major cause of attrition in the tech 
industry.1 Unconscious biases, which have a profound impact on the way we perceive, interpret, 
and evaluate others’ work, play a major part in this trend. These subtle prejudices may cause 
managers and coworkers to inadvertently diminish an employee’s contributions, or lead them to 
overlook top talent.2 

Research shows that bias is more likely to affect decision-making when company processes 
lack structure.3 This creates ambiguous situations in which managers are more likely to rely on 
stereotypes and personal preferences in assessing their workers.4,5 Putting a sound structure in 
place is therefore essential. It has the additional benefit of laying a clear basis for decision-making, 
and it has been shown to produce better outcomes overall.

What Every Reviewer Needs to Know

 > Frequently, individuals who are part of groups that are (unconsciously) perceived as 
less competent — e.g., people of color, women — have to achieve much more than 
others to be seen as equal contributors. Employers tend to overlook their positive 
qualities and focus on their shortcomings.6,7,8  

 > Historical representations of leadership heavily influence whether we see people as 
possessing the authority, expertise, and confidence to mark them as someone who 
is, or should be, in charge. Research shows that we inadvertently regard leaders with 
masculine styles of communication and light skin tones more highly.9,10 

 > We prefer those who are similar to ourselves — the “similar to me” bias — which colors 
our perception of their work and potential.11  

 > Stereotypical gendered expectations affect our perceptions of people’s behavior. 
Evaluations of men are more likely to comment on their drive and individual 
accomplishments, and to contain helpful critical feedback on how to improve their 

Understand the common (unconscious) biases 
that impact evaluations and promotions:1



2

skills. By contrast, evaluations of women are more likely to refer to their supportive 
style and team accomplishments, and to contain unhelpful critical feedback that 
focuses on their personalities (e.g., their tone, their aggressiveness).12,13 

 > Stereotypes about mothers can unconsciously cause employers to doubt their 
commitment, ambition and potential. Known as the “maternal bias,” it leads employers 
to hold mothers to higher standards and give them fewer opportunities.14

 > Be specific and provide examples.  

 > Avoid general statements like “really good” or “difficult to work with.” 

 > Position your feedback as “I’d like to see more of X and less of Y.”  

 > Talk about behaviors the person can do something about.  

 > Measure against success rather than your own personal way of doing things. We can 
(unconsciously) dismiss other ways of doing things simply because they are not our 
ways. Focus on outcomes. 

 > Know your personal biases and grievances before you give an evaluation. What 
prejudices and difficulties have you faced? How do those experiences affect you 
now and how do they play into your evaluations of others?  Does the person you 
are evaluating remind you of yourself or another person or situation? Are these 
associations positively or negatively coloring your review? 

 > Be wary of language that can be a red flag for bias — e.g., “aggressive,” “needs to tone 
it down,” “no executive presence.” Get specific about what you mean. 

 > Be aware of the primacy and recency effect — our mind’s tendency to more accurately 
remember the first or last behavior. This can unfairly color the whole review.  

 > Measure the current performance period. Don’t let past performance impact on 
current issues. 

 > Focus on the facts and be clear about a person’s contributions. Recognize when your 
perception of the person is being swayed by undocumented stories. 

Review top tips for reviewers:2
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 > Look at outcomes, not whether someone fits a traditional “leadership” image. 

 > Watch for patterns in your evaluation history. For example, do you tend to rate 
team members from certain groups more highly than others?  

 > Be aware that we can be unfairly influenced by the profile of assignments or how 
much we appreciate the outcomes of an assignment.  

 > For managers: be aware that assumptions about your employee’s career goals 
and ambitions can affect your evaluations and promotion recommendations. For 
example, some individuals (e.g., introverts, people of color, women) may be less 
forward in advocating for projects and opportunities. Don’t assume. Take the time 
to explicitly discuss your employees’ goals and aspirations.

 > Have clear and transparent goals, weighting processes and standards by which 
employees will be evaluated.  

 > Identify whether biases are impacting on the rating and weighting processes and 
the objectivity of reviews. For example, do contributions that carry a lot of weight 
get assigned to one group?  

 > Develop a transparent process to track goals, progress, and feedback. This guards 
again our tendency to remember the first and last behaviors more vividly and to 
unconsciously fill in the blanks with stereotypical expectations.  

 > Pre-commit to a list of requirements for promotions. 

 > Track the distribution of projects. Look for patterns in high reward/high visibility 
projects versus “scapegoat” projects that do little to advance a person’s career.  

 > Monitor for biases in the performance and promotion processes.

Add structure:3
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