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It’s currently fashionable to sell companies
individual bias training to help their leaders
improve performance management. While the
intentions of these efforts are admirable, the
research is clear that anti-bias training rarely has
a lasting effect. Science shows that it doesn’t
provoke any long-term change in racial bias and
in other cases it creates a backlash against the
very people it was designed to support.1,2
The cause of that failure is obvious. As professors
Frank Dobbin and Alexandra Kalev wrote in their
landmark Harvard Business Review article, “Why
Diversity Programs Fail”: “It turns out that while
people are easily taught to respond correctly to
a questionnaire about bias, they soon forget the
right answers.”3
It’s incredibly difficult to change the deeply-held
beliefs and practiced behaviors of adults. There is
a strong, natural resistance to admitting bias and
it requires prolonged, sustained effort to change
biases even with individuals who are highly
committed to change them. It’s unlikely that most
people want to be biased but also unlikely that
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they’ll both recognize and stop showing biases
because of a training course.
Behavioral economics helps explain why a
process can steer us in the right direction when
our good intentions aren’t getting us there.
For example, most Americans know that it’s
important to save for their retirement, but only
57% of eligible employees contribute to a taxfree 401(k) savings plan in the United States.
Similarly, nearly every smoker is aware that
smoking tobacco is dangerous to oneself and
others, yet quit rates remain low despite easily
available smoking cessation programs and drugs.
The wrong choice in each of those areas will
leave you poor and sick, but that’s not enough
motivation to convince many individuals to
change their behaviors.
In those same situations, people’s behaviors
changed when a process steered them toward
the right choice. Where there was a system to
automatically enroll employees to contribute to
a 401(k) plan, 92% remained as contributors.4
When a process forced people into a smoking

cessation program, 80% quit smoking or
radically reduced their consumption. People
still had free choice in both of those situations
but a structured process helped strongly guide
participants to the right choice.

Use Process to Achieve the Good Intentions
A great process is superior to good intentions and
we should use that fact as we try to reduce bias
in performance management.
Process controls help reduce bias by using: 1) the
power of groups, 2) sound analytics to guide the
actions of individual managers, and 3) simple,
consistent processes to reduce variation.
These process-based techniques work because:
•

Diverse groups make superior decisions to
homogeneous groups or single individuals.
The more we subject individual decision to
group evaluation, the more we reduce bias.

•

Analytics can give us nearly real-time data
to search for and identify bias across the
performance management process so we can
correct it.

•

Consistent processes ensure a clear standard
for managers and employees so it is easy for
us to measure quality and completion.

Common
Decision-Making
Biases
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Here’s how you can reduce bias at each stage of
the performance management cycle:

Reduce Bias In Goal Setting
Poorly set goals sow the seeds for bias
throughout the performance management
cycle. Goals of uneven quality or with vague
metrics make it more challenging to coach for
performance and to fairly evaluate performance.
A few different ways to reduce bias in the goalsetting process include:
Goal calibration: A goal calibration process
checks to see whether goals within a function or
group are set at a relatively consistent level of
challenge. This reduces bias by ensuring that no
one on a team has goals that are meaningfully
more or less challenging than other team
members.
In a goal calibration session, each team member
reads their goals (no PowerPoint deck, each
team member simply reads their 3 to 5 goals).
The other team members listen to those goals
to identify any collaboration that’s possible or
overlap that needs to be corrected. Everyone,
especially the group’s manager, listens to hear
if the goals are all at a relatively similar level
of challenge and if they can all be clearly
measured. Too many qualitative metrics allows
space for rating bias to creep in later.

Bias-reducing power comes from measuring
the quality of that conversation

The team member’s goals are adjusted by the
manager if the challenge is too much or too little
or if the metric is too vague.
2-Level Up review: A fast, simple and powerful
way to reduce bias in goal setting is a “blind”
goal review by the manager two levels above
the person who sets the goal. In this process,
the 2-Level Up manager gets a list of every goal
set by their direct reports’ team members. The
employee’s name isn’t listed with their goals. If
your managers are setting goals properly (3-4 per
person), this list will contain 100 – 150 goals.
That may seem like an arduous task for any
manager to review but the process is amazingly
fast.
Since the 2-Level Up manager understands
their goals for their group they can quickly read
each goal and flag any individual item that
either isn’t aligned to their goals, doesn’t seem
sufficiently stretchy or has a vague metric. They
only mark goals that need correction. After their
review, they send their comments back to their
direct reports and ask for the flagged goals to be
improved.
The blind review reduces potential bias or
favoritism that might arise if the manager directly
associated a goal with a particular individual.

Reduce Bias in Coaching
It may seem challenging to believe that bias can
occur in the performance coaching process,
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but research suggests that women receive
less specific feedback than men do during
performance coaching.5 There are two process
controls that can help to identify bias in the
coaching process and reduce it.
A simple, structured, consistent coaching
process across the organization: When there’s
variance in how managers execute a process, it
allows bias to creep in. Since most organizations
have no structured process for on-going coaching
and feedback conversations, there’s significant
variance in the quality and content of those
conversations.
You can help your mangers reduce bias in
feedback and coaching by implementing the 2+2
Coaching approach. The 2+2 Coaching process
radically simplifies and standardizes feedback by
having every manager structure every feedback
conversation in an identical way. Managers
are asked to make 2 observations against the
employee’s current goals (not two comments for
each goal) and two “feedforward”6 comments for
how that person can improve their performance
in the future.
That standard 2+2 process will help reduce the
bias that can creep in when managers follow
their own coaching script, but the bias-reducing
power comes from measuring the quality of that
conversation using the One Question Survey.
The One-Question Survey with bias review:
Each employee will receive a One Question
Survey (you can use your HRIS system, web-

based survey tools, etc.) that asks: Have you had
a quality coaching conversation with specific
feedback in the last 90 days? The answer choices
are Yes or No. The one-question survey will
be sent once a year and results confidentially
tracked by employee.
You can help to identify and correct bias by
evaluating the responses by gender and race (and
other categories if valuable) to see if patterns
emerge either by individual manager, group or
department or companywide. HR is responsible
to work individually with managers to reduce
any bias they showed in the coaching process.

Reduce Bias in Ratings
The most effective way to reduce bias in the
rating and review process is to execute well on
the previous two steps. If clear goals and metrics
have been set and calibrated, and 2+2 coaching
has occurred and its effectiveness assessed,
more employees can be reviewed against clear,
consistent standards.

If self-reviews are considered by managers when
they rate employees, there are tremendous
opportunities for multiple types of bias to
influence the assessment. Employees who write
more eloquently may create a more compelling
case for a higher rating. Employees whose firstlanguage is English may use diction or word
choices that appeal more to a native Englishspeaking manager. Less honest employees may
try to shade the truth about metrics, contributions
or accomplishments. Employees who write more
or less than a manager wants to read may be
considered to be trying too hard or not trying
hard enough.
The performance review is a manager’s
opportunity to assess how an employee
performed against their goals and behaviors.
Don’t let an employee’s persuasive abilities inject
bias into that decision.

Those steps are wonderful pre-cursors to less
biased reviews, but there are still ways to control
bias in the review process itself.

Use rating calibration session with diversity
statistics: Many organizations already apply this
technique but there’s an opportunity to enhance
its effectiveness. In a ratings calibration session,
managers in a functional group or geography
meet to review the performance ratings and/or
performance bonuses they each plan to give to
their team members.

Eliminate self-reviews that influence ratings:
Many companies correctly start the self-review
process long after managers have submitted
employee ratings. Why? Because there’s no
chance for self-reviews to influence a manager’s
review decision or rating.

In a round-table discussion, anyone receiving the
highest rating or lowest rating has to be discussed
and approved by the entire group. Next, the
group reviews statistics showing the distribution
of ratings and bonus recommendations by key
groups. Those groups would include the typical

Don’t let an employee’s persuasive abilities
inject bias into that decision
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categories of race and gender, but could also be
presented by native-English (or home-country
language) speaker, short vs. long-tenure, potential
rating and other cuts that could tease out bias
that might not otherwise be evident. A common
bias that occurs is what we call “hierarchy bias”
where the average performance rating increases
as one moves up levels at a company.

are essential to managing performance and even

After reviewing the data, the group would decide
what changes to make to their rating and bonus
recommendations.

creates rarely translate into changed behaviors. If

The recommendations above assume that you
have performance ratings. We believe that ratings

rely on the powerful processes at your disposal to

more so to manage bias.

Rely on Process, Not Hope
We’re confident that 99.9% of leaders want their
people decisions to be bias free. The current
trend to train managers on bias does no harm
but science suggests that the good intentions it
your company is serious about reducing bias in
the performance management cycle, you need to
stamp out bias faster.

1.

Lai, Calvin K., Maddalena Marini, Steven A. Lehr, Carlo Cerruti, Jiyun-Elizabeth L. Shin, Jennifer A. Joy-Gaba, Arnold K. Ho et al. “Reducing
implicit racial preferences: I. A comparative investigation of 17 interventions.” Journal of Experimental Psychology: General 143, no. 4 (2014):
1765.

2.

Kulik, Carol & B. Pepper, Molly & Roberson, Loriann & Parker, Sharon. (2007). The rich get richer: Predicting participation in voluntary
diversity training. Journal of Organizational Behavior. 28. 753 - 769. 10.1002/job.444.

3.

Dobbin, Frank, and Alexandra Kalev. “Why diversity programs fail.” Harvard Business Review 94, no. 7 (2016): 14.

4.

Vanguard Group, How America Saves 2018, Download 2/20/19 from https://institutional.vanguard.com/VGApp/iip/site/institutional/researchcommentary/article/HowAmericaSaves2018.

5.

Correll, Shelley, and Caroline Simard. “Vague feedback is holding women back.” Harvard Business Review (2016).

6.

Goldsmith, Marshall. “Try feedforward instead of feedback.” Journal for Quality and Participation (2003): 38-40.

INTE R E S TE D I N L E A R NING M O R E ?

C ONTAC T THE AUTHOR

Visit Our Website

Marc Effron

for science-based solutions
and the latest in HR and Talent

President
Talent Strategy Group

INSIGHTS 5

Who We Are
Salto Dee Fe Consulting (SDF) is a business enabling consulting firm that works at the intersection of strategy &
execution and Business & Human Resources.
We partner with organizations to leapfrog their business to its next phase of growth. We do this by co- creating bespoke
solutions that are scientifically validated and enable organizations to meet business objectives.
WHY US
•
•
•
•

OUR PARTNERS

Best of both worlds – Practitioner’s and Consultant’s expertise
Scientific and statistically proven methodology
Easy to execute, Be-Spoke solutions
Process that encapsulate the voice of customer at every step of the solution design

TALENT MANAGEMENT
SDF in partnership with The Talent Strategy Group (Founded by #1 HR bestseller
OPTM360 a web based 360
titled “One Page Talent Management”, Marc Effron) brings cutting edge talent
feedback tool bringing sciencesolutions that simplify processes to remove complexity, enforce accountability and
based simplicity, accountability and drive transparency,
transparency to the change process.
Typical Assignments Undertaken – Assessment Centres | ‘Certified Talent
Karma Notes – A realtime oneManager’ Programs |Performance Management System Design & Implementation |
minute feedback app that helps
enhance performance of employees Competency Mapping | Compensation Benchmarking | 360 Degree Feedback |
Talent Review etc.
ORGANIZATIONAL TRANSFORMATION
SDF seamlessly supports the critical stages of business transformation for our clients by focusing on transforming mind-sets of
employees. We work with below the surface linkages of transformation – Values, Traits, Motives and Beliefs, to speed up the
transformation journeys.
Typical Assignments Undertaken – Co-create Vision, Mission & Core Values| Org. Restructuring| Design & Implement service
excellence journey| BSC | Align Business & Sales Strategy Design |Communication for Organizational Transformation | Level &
Job Equivalence | Organization Benchmarking & Cost Rationalization | HR Policies & Process Design | Incentive & Recognition |
Comp. Restructuring etc.
LEADERSHIP SKILLS DEVELOPMENT
SDF brings over eight decades of experience & expertise in skilling the executives to become effective business leaders. Our facilitators
have experience of working as a moderator with Harvard and Stanford, Coaching with DDI. All programs are followed by a follow
up using award winning methodology for transfer of learning.
Typical Assignments Undertaken – ‘Engaging People & Building Talent’ workshop| ‘Strategy Articulation & Leadership
Alignment’ Workshop | Leadership Skills Training | Talent Management Certification | Executive Coaching | HR Business Leader
Certification
PEOPLE DECISIONS
SDF helps firms make Great People Decisions with the objective of directly impacting their growth and align firm's Talent Acquisition
goals with Business Objectives by driving a shift from a tactical, reactive process to a strategic program.
Typical Assignments Undertaken – Executive Search | Recruitment Process & Assessment | Interview Skills Workshop |
Success Profile and Designing Selection Methodology
OUR CLIENTS: Genpact | Kotak | AUDI | Kailash Satyarthi | IndiGo | Max Healthcare | Stryker | Honeywell |
Tata Communications | Macmillan | HLSA Asia | NIESBUD | Max Life | Medanta | Fortis | Carrier Midea |
BARC | GACL | Britannia |

