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The Language of Performance
Evaluations: Gender-Based Shifts
in Content and Consistency of Judgment

Monica Biernat,1 M. J. Tocci2 and Joan C. Williams3

Abstract
Performance evaluations of male and female junior attorneys in a Wall Street law firm were analyzed. Male supervisors judged
male attorneys more favorably than female attorneys on numerical ratings that mattered for promotion but offered narrative
comments that showed either no sex effects or greater favorability toward women. Judgments of male attorneys were more
consistent overall than they were for female attorneys, and predictors of numerical ratings differed by sex: Narrative ratings
of technical competence mattered more for men than women, and narrative ratings of interpersonal warmth mattered more
for women than men. Open-ended use of positive performance words—the only outcome that favored women—did not trans-
late into positive numerical ratings for women. The data suggest subtle patterns of gender bias, in which women were harmed by
not meeting gendered expectations of interpersonal warmth but were less benefited than men by meeting masculine standards of
high technical competence.

Keywords
stereotypes, social judgment, sexism, prejudice/stereotyping, language

Modern forms of gender bias often take subtle rather than

blatant forms. Rather than across-the-board discrimination

against women in the workplace, backlash may occur against

women who are perceived as too agentic (Heilman, 2001;

Rudman, 1998; Rudman & Fairchild, 2004) or may take the

form of overweighting of attributes that men possess (Uhlmann

& Cohen, 2005) and paying greater attention to negative work-

place behaviors of women than men (Biernat, Fuegen, & Kobry-

nowicz, 2010).

We suggest another form of gender bias in the workplace:

Differential patterns of employee sex effects on numerical and

narrative evaluations. Numerical ratings are among the most

common forms of performance evaluation (Murphy &

Cleveland, 1995), and in some work settings, these are supple-

mented with narrative commentary. Our question is whether

and how these forms of evaluation relate to each other: Do pos-

itive narrative comments map onto positive numerical evalua-

tions? Does employee sex moderate these patterns? We address

these questions by examining the evaluations received by male

and female junior attorneys working at a Wall Street law firm

from their male supervisors. Given the ‘‘masculine’’ nature of

finance law, we expect that male attorneys will receive more

favorable performance evaluations—the consequential num-

bers that matter for promotion—than female attorneys (see

Landy & Farr, 1980). Both Heilman’s (1983) ‘‘lack of fit’’ per-

spective and Eagly and Karau’s (2002) role congruity theory

suggests that gender stereotyping of women will be most evident

in masculine domains: ‘‘negative expectations resulting from

perceptions of lack of fit detrimentally affect how women are

regarded and how their work is evaluated when they are in tra-

ditionally male jobs’’ (Lyness & Heilman, 2006, p. 777).

An additional question is whether this pattern holds across

other types of evaluation and feedback offered to employees.

The literature on performance evaluations suggests that

correspondence between types of evaluation may be modest.

For example, a meta-analysis by Heneman (1986) found an

average correlation of .27 between subjective and objective

(e.g., sales volume, output) ratings of employee performance;

a more recent meta-analysis reported a slightly stronger effect,

r ¼ .39 (Bommer, Johnson, Rich, Podsakof, & MacKenzie,

1995). Other studies have shown that correlations between

subjective ratings and other indicators of performance may

be moderated by ethnicity or sex of the ratee and/or rater

(e.g., Castilla, 2008; Kraiger & Ford, 1990).

1 University of Kansas, Lawrence, KS, USA
2 Fulcrum Advisors, Pittsburgh, PA, USA
3 University of California Hastings College of the Law, San Francisco, CA, USA

Corresponding Author:

Monica Biernat, University of Kansas, 1415 Jayhawk Blvd, Lawrence,

KS 66045,USA

Email: biernat@ku.edu

Social Psychological and
Personality Science
000(00) 1-7
ª The Author(s) 2011
Reprints and permission:
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/1948550611415693
http://spps.sagepub.com

 by guest on December 13, 2011spp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spp.sagepub.com/


In the present study, we compare numerical ratings and the

open-ended narratives that accompany them. Typically, the

purpose of narrative comments is for supervisors to support

their bottom-line ratings (see Murphy & Cleveland, 1995), but

as Wilson (2010) notes, supervisors may use these comments

‘‘to justify or mask their biases’’ (p. 1909). In her study of

ethnicity effects in performance evaluations of bank staff in the

United Kingdom, Black workers received lower numerical

ratings than White staff members but narrative comments were

overwhelmingly positive: ‘‘Supervisors systematically gave

lower ratings to Black staff relative to White staff that they did

not explain in their written summaries’’ (p. 1925).

Wilson (2010) suggests that these patterns occur because

numerical ratings are made automatically, perhaps with refer-

ence to group stereotypes, whereas the writing of narrative

comments requires greater cognitive effort and offers the

opportunity for controlled or calculated responses. For exam-

ple, one might use the narrative as an opportunity to ‘‘soften the

blow’’ of a harsh evaluation. This might reflect a kind of

paternalism or benevolent sexism in the case of gender (Glick

& Fiske, 1996).

Additionally, narratives may allow evaluators to be

‘‘slippery’’ in their use of language; to apply similar words to

mean different things, depending on the sex or race of the

person being described. Members of negatively stereotyped

groups may be compared to lower standards and therefore fare

better in these comments (e.g., ‘‘good’’ for a woman may not be

as good as ‘‘good’’ for a man; Biernat, 2003). But the positivity

prompted by low standards may not translate into enhanced

access to opportunities or resources. For example, women soft-

ball players were praised more than male players for hitting a

single but were less likely to be placed in valued fielding or bat-

ting positions (Biernat & Vescio, 2002); female subordinates

were praised more than male subordinates but were assigned

to less valued positions on a work team (Vescio, Gervais,

Snyder, & Hoover, 2005). In the Wall Street firm we consider

in the present study, we expected that the pro-male bias in

numerical ratings would be reduced or reversed in the narrative

commentary.

Additionally, we expected lesser correspondence between

numerical ratings and positive narrative comments for female

than male attorneys. Others have described a pattern of

performance-reward bias, which occurs when ‘‘women and

minority employees receive different rewards for the same

merit scores as White men’’ (Castilla, 2008, p. 1520).

In Castilla’s study of performance appraisal at a large service

organization, performance ratings predicted salary increases

more strongly for White men than for women and minorities.

In the study reported here, we do not assess the evaluation–

salary link; rather, we examine whether positivity in narrative

commentary better predicts the numerical ratings of male than

female attorneys.

We also addressed the association between numerical

ratings and specific attorney characteristics mentioned in narra-

tive comments. A number of studies suggest that competence

and warmth are key dimensions of interpersonal evaluation;

these factors seem to capture much of the ‘‘space’’ into which

our perceptions of others fall (for reviews, see Cuddy, Fiske, &

Glick, 2007; Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002; Judd, James-

Hawkins, Yzerbyt, & Kashima, 2005). Gender stereotypes

generally map onto this distinction, with women characterized

as particularly high in warmth and men as high in competence

(e.g., see Kite, Deaux, & Haines, 2007; Rudman & Glick, 2008;

Spence & Buckner, 2000). Therefore, we expected that numer-

ical ratings would be more closely tied to narrative mentions of

warmth for female than male attorneys and more closely tied to

narrative mentions of technical competence for male than

female attorneys (e.g., see Sidanius & Crane, 1989).

Our study focuses on one law firm that invited a consultant

to evaluate its evaluation procedures, and one round of

evaluations received by junior attorneys. We therefore offer a

‘‘snapshot’’ of how attorney sex matters for performance eva-

luations in this firm, but we admit that the generalizability of

our results to other firms and settings is unknown. Nonetheless,

this context provides an important ground for examining gen-

der bias using consequential workplace evaluations of real

employees observed over a period of real time and high contact

(see Dipboye, 1985).

Method

Actual performance evaluations of all 268 junior attorneys

working in a single Wall Street law firm were obtained by the

second author (M.J.T.) who was hired by the firm as a consul-

tant to evaluate its annual review procedures. The data were

collected in 2006 as part of the regular performance review pro-

cess. The firm can be characterized as a typical Wall Street firm

and perhaps typical of mid-size to large New York law firms.

As part of the consultancy contract, clients agree to allow for

publication of findings as long as anonymity is maintained.

Each junior attorney had been evaluated by senior lawyers

in the firm (referred to throughout as evaluators) with whom

they had had some work contact. Each evaluator offered

numerical judgments of and open-ended narrative comments

about the target attorney. These individual judgments were not

made available to the junior attorneys but did form the basis of

a summary evaluation each attorney received at the end of the

review period. The junior attorneys were predominantly White

(75.4%) or Asian (13.4%), and our analyses focused on this

subgroup of 234 (84 female and 150 male) attorneys. The vast

majority of the evaluators were men, and indeed, we focus here

only on evaluations offered by these senior supervising male

attorneys (mean [M] number of evaluators ¼ 3.59, standard

deviation [SD] ¼ 2.31, range ¼ 0–22).1

Numerical judgments were made on 26 dimensions, using

1–5 response scales where 1 ¼ seriously below expectations,

2 ¼ below expectations, 3 ¼ meets expectations, 4 ¼ exceeds

expectations, and 5 ¼ outstanding. The 26 judgments were

divided by the firm into 7 categories: technical excellence,

effective lawyering, delivery of client services, teamwork and

leadership, delegation and training of subordinates, attitude and

personality, and dedication to the firm’s mission. The items
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were highly intercorrelated, rs from .76–.93, strongly sugges-

tive of a halo effect rather than nuanced discrimination among

performance factors. To reduce the data, we computed the

average numerical rating across all 26 dimensions (a ¼ .98)

and refer to this index as the ‘‘numerical rating.’’ This is the

most consequential of the evaluations attorneys receive as

numerical ratings matter for outcomes such as raises and pro-

motion: Common knowledge in the firm is that only attorneys

who receive mostly ‘‘5s’’ are headed toward partnership.

In addition to the numerical ratings, evaluators offered

open-ended narrative comments about the attorneys. These

were analyzed in two ways. First, the narratives were submitted

to a text analysis software system (Linguistic Inquiry Word

Count; Pennebaker, Francis, & Booth, 2001), which performs

counts of many types of word categories. Our interest was in

the positivity of these comments, so we focused on the

frequency of positive performance words (including excellent,

good, awesome, terrific, stellar, wonderful, etc.).There was no

difference in the total number of words written about female

and male attorneys, t < 1 (Mmale ¼ 386, SD ¼ 285; and Mfemale

¼ 394, SD ¼ 304).

Second, we trained independent coders to rate the

open-ended descriptions, with gendered pronouns and any

other references to gender removed. Two law students rated

each narrative comment for technical competence and interper-

sonal warmth (using 1–5 [very negative–very positive] rating

scales). Technical competence included references to analysis

skills, drafting, legal judgment, efficiency, and productivity;

interpersonal warmth included references to friendliness,

warmth, attentiveness, responsiveness, and good communica-

tion/relationships with coworkers. Two undergraduate student

coders also rated each block of text on overall warmth/friendli-

ness and overall technical/drafting skills using the same scales.

They also indicated whether the evaluator made any mention

of partnership, using a 3-category system (�1 ¼ negative men-

tion, e.g., ‘‘not partner material;’’ 0 ¼ no mention, 1 ¼ positive

mention, e.g., ‘‘on the right track to partnership’’).

We averaged across the four coders’ judgments of technical

competence/drafting skill to compute an overall ‘‘narrative rat-

ing of technical competence’’ index (Krippendorff’s a ¼ .63)

and across the four coders’ warmth/friendliness ratings to

produce a ‘‘narrative rating of interpersonal warmth’’ index

(Krippendorrf’s a ¼ .61). The two undergraduate coders’ part-

nership likelihood judgments were combined to produce a

‘‘partner likelihood’’ index (Krippendorrf’s a ¼ .81).2

Results

Evaluations of Male and Female Attorneys

As predicted, male attorneys (M ¼ 3.90, SD ¼ 0.54) were

judged more favorably than female attorneys (M ¼ 3.76,

SD ¼ 0.46) on the numerical rating index, t(232) ¼ 1.98,

p < .05, d ¼ .28. Lore in the firm is that promotion to partner-

ship requires receiving nearly all 5s from supervisors in one’s

yearly evaluations. We calculated the percentage of attorneys

whose mean numerical evaluation was equal to or greater than

4.5. A higher percentage of men (14.00%) than women (4.76%)

achieved evaluations in this top category, w2(1, N¼ 234)¼ 4.82,

p < .03.

Did this pattern of evaluations emerge in the narrative

comments as well? No, judges’ ratings of the narratives on over-

all technical competence and interpersonal warmth did not differ

by attorney sex (MtechM ¼ 3.50, SD ¼ .48, MtechF ¼ 3.45, SD ¼
.43, MwarmM ¼ 3.61, SD ¼ .51, MwarmF ¼ 3.59, SD ¼ .41), ts <

1. However, evaluators used more positive performance words

in their narratives about female attorneys (M ¼ 6.25, SD ¼
2.42) than male attorneys (M ¼ 5.66, SD ¼ 2.01), t(232) ¼
�1.98, p < .05. Thus, as predicted, numerical ratings revealed

pro-male bias, whereas the narrative comments were more posi-

tive overall for women or showed no sex difference in specific

mentions of technical competence and interpersonal warmth.

Narrative coding also revealed more indications that

partnership was a possibility for male (M¼ .06, SD¼ .17) than

female (M ¼ .02, SD ¼ .14) attorneys, t(228) ¼ 2.61, p < .01.

Looking at the data categorically, only 2 women (2.38%) and

2 men (1.33%) were explicitly labeled as ‘‘not partner mate-

rial’’ by at least one evaluator, but the likelihood of partnership

was mentioned by at least one evaluator for 5.95% of female

attorneys and 14.67% of male attorneys. This categorical

difference between partnership mentions and nonmentions

and negative mentions by attorney sex was significant, w2(1,

N ¼ 234) ¼ 4.01, p < .01.

Correlations Among Judgments

We next computed correlations among the numerical ratings

and narrative-coded attributes, separately for female and male

attorneys. These appear in Table 1; entries above the diagonal

refer to female attorneys and those below to male attorneys.

In the case of male attorneys, numerical ratings were corre-

lated with all of the other coded variables, which themselves

Table 1. Correlations Among Evaluation Components, by Attorney Sex

Numerical Rating Narrative Technical Narrative Warmth Positive Performance Partner

Numerical rating – .63* .65* �.06 .21*
Narrative technical competence .72* – .55* .13 .16
Narrative warmth .63* .70* – .02 .13
Positive performance words .17* .30* .22* – .14
Partner likelihood .51* .33* .39* .04 –

Note: Correlations above diagonal and boldfaced values ¼ female attorneys (Ns ¼ 83–86); below diagonal ¼ male attorneys (Ns ¼ 147–152). *p < .05.

Biernat et al. 3
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were intercorrelated, suggesting a great deal of consistency in

supervisors’ judgments of men. For female attorneys, there was

less consistency overall among these components, although

narrative ratings of technical competence, interpersonal

warmth, and partner likelihood did predict numerical ratings.

Partner likelihood predicted positive narrative mentions of

technical competence and interpersonal warmth for men but

not for women. We examined apparent sex differences more

explicitly by computing multiple regressions that included

interactions between predictors and attorney sex.

Effects of narrative ratings of technical competence and
interpersonal warmth on numerical ratings, by attorney sex. We

regressed numerical ratings on attorney sex (centered),

technical competence (centered), interpersonal warmth, and

interactions between these predictors and attorney sex.

Both interactions were significant: Attorney Sex � Technical

Competence, B ¼ .15, SE ¼ .07, t(228) ¼ 2.20, p < .05, and

Attorney Sex � Interpersonal Warmth, B ¼ �.13, SE ¼ .07,

t(228) ¼ �2.01, p < .05.

We decomposed these interactions using utilities developed

by Preacher, Curran, and Bauer (2006). These are depicted in

Figure 1A (technical competence) and 1B (interpersonal

warmth), using levels of the relevant predictor variable set at

1 SD above and below the mean. As can be seen in

Figure 1A, narrative ratings of technical competence predicted

numerical ratings for both female and male attorneys, ps < .001,

but the effect of technical competence was stronger for men

than women. Additionally, the effect of attorney sex was not

significant at low levels of perceived technical competence,

p > .30 but was significant at high levels of perceived technical

competence, B¼ .10, SE¼ .03, t(228)¼ 2.83, p < .01. That is,

numerical ratings of male and female attorneys did not differ

when attorneys were rated low on the narrative measure of

technical competence, but numerical ratings were higher for

men than women when narrative technical competence was

high.

Figure 1B indicates that narrative ratings of interpersonal

warmth predicted numerical ratings for both female and male

attorneys, ps < .001, but warmth mattered significantly more

for women. Furthermore, the effect of attorney sex was signif-

icant at low levels of warmth, B¼ .09, SE¼ .01, t(228)¼ 6.96,

p < .001, but not at high levels of warmth, p > .25: Among

attorneys described as low in interpersonal warmth, women

received lower numerical ratings than men, but no sex differ-

ence emerged among attorneys described as high in interper-

sonal warmth.

Positive performance word effects on numerical ratings by
attorney sex. The interaction between attorney sex and positive

emotion words was also significant, B ¼ .04, SE ¼ .02, t(229)

¼ 2.10, p < .05 and is plotted in Figure 1C. For men, positive

performance words signaled positive numerical ratings, B¼ .05,

SE ¼ .02, t(229) ¼ 2.38, p < .02, but for women they did not,
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Figure 1. Interactions between attorney sex and narrative predictors on numerical ratings: Technical competence (A), interpersonal warmth
(B), positive performance words (C), and partner likelihood (D)
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p > .20. Additionally, the sex difference in numerical ratings

was significant when attorneys were described with high

numbers of positive performance words, B ¼ .22, SE ¼ .08,

t(229) ¼ 2.84, p < .01, but not when they were described with

few positive performance words, p > .35.

Partner likelihood effects on numerical ratings and attorney sex.
Regression analysis also confirmed a significant Attorney Sex

� Partner Likelihood interaction on numerical ratings, B¼ .45,

SE ¼ .21, t(228) ¼ 2.17, p < .01 (see Figure 1D). Partner like-

lihood predicted ratings for both sexes, ps < .01, but the effect

was stronger for male attorneys. At low levels of partner like-

lihood, the effect of attorney sex was not significant, p > .70,

but at high levels of partner likelihood, men received better

numerical ratings than women, B ¼ .13, SE ¼ .04, t(228) ¼
3.61, p < .001. We also examined this pattern by comparing

numerical ratings received by attorneys for whom at least one

evaluator mentioned that partnership was likely. The 5 women

who received any mention of partnership potential achieved

numerical ratings of M ¼ 4.27, SD ¼ .27, whereas the mean

numerical rating for the 22 partner-identified men was M ¼
4.46, SD ¼ .32, d ¼ .43.

Other variables. Other apparent differences in correlational

patterns for female and male attorneys (Table 1) were not sup-

ported in multiple regressions testing interactions. For exam-

ple, narrative technical competence and interpersonal warmth

did not differentially predict partner likelihood mentions for

women and men.

Discussion

Given the masculine context of finance law, we predicted that

male attorneys would receive more favorable numerical ratings

than female attorneys in this Wall Street firm. This was indeed

the case, and based on the requirement of high ratings for part-

nership, more men than women in this firm were headed toward

partnership. Of course, this finding alone tells us little about the

presence of gender bias, for it is possible that men were objec-

tively ‘‘better’’ performers than women. But arguing against

this possibility is the fact that the pro-male bias was not appar-

ent in narrative comments, which revealed greater reference to

positive performance words for women than men, and no sex

differences in narrative ratings of technical competence and

interpersonal warmth. If men were objectively better, one

might expect to see evidence of this in all forms of evaluation.

Furthermore, when even the best men and women were com-

pared—those judged equally highly favorably in narrative

mentions of partner likelihood and technical competence—

men still fared better in terms of the numerical ratings they

received (more on this below).

Other findings in the performance evaluation literature have

pointed to relatively low correlations between types of work-

place evaluation and to different patterns of group differences

depending on the type of evaluation (Roth, Huffcutt, and

Bobko, 2003; Wilson, 2010). The precise cause of the different

patterns of attorney sex effects cannot be specified with these

data, but we suggest that gender stereotypes led to numerical

judgments that favored men and to the use of shifting standards

in narrative language (Biernat, 2003). To the extent that men’s

interpersonal warmth and women’s technical competence were

considered relative to lower within-sex standards, stereotypical

patterns of judgment may have been masked in open-ended

language.

But it is also possible that heightened positivity toward

women in narrative comments could reflect a kind of motivated

‘‘softening’’ of the message delivered in numerical ratings.

Evaluators may have wanted to ‘‘throw a bone’’ to women,

making their relatively negative numerical ratings appear less

harsh (whether this harshness was driven by stereotyping or

objective performance). They may also have been concerned

about appearing prejudiced and sought to amplify their praise

of women accordingly, describing them with more positive per-

formance words and with assessments of technical skills and

interpersonal warmth equaling that of men (see Harber, 1998,

for a race-based example). But because junior attorneys did not

have direct access to the narrative comments, we think it

unlikely that motivated ‘‘softening’’ occurred, unless this pose

was for the benefit of the other supervisors.

Instead, we suggest that gender stereotypes led to pro-male

bias on the evaluative judgments that mattered, but that narra-

tive references to technical competence and performance

reflected the use of lower standards for women, which there-

fore muted or reversed the pro-male bias in numerical ratings.

Evidence of gender stereotyping is further suggested by the

differential patterns of correlation between numerical ratings

and other judgments for female and male attorneys. In general,

there was more consistency between numerical ratings and

attributes coded from the open-ended narratives for male than

female attorneys. And though narrative interpersonal warmth

and technical competence were correlated with numerical rat-

ings for both female and male attorneys, multiple regression

analysis indicated a sex-typed pattern: Technical competence

mattered more for numerical ratings of men than women, and

interpersonal warmth mattered more for numerical ratings of

women than men.

Other research points to the importance of likeability in

judgments of women in the workplace (Sidanius & Crane,

1989). For example, women who are described as ‘‘successful

managers’’ nonetheless suffer evaluation decrements relative to

men because they are perceived as lacking warmth (Heilman,

Block, & Martell, 1995; Heilman, Wallen, Fuchs, & Tamkins,

2004). Our data also indicate that women’s numerical ratings

suffered, relative to men’s, when they received low assess-

ments of warmth. However, women did not particularly benefit

relative to men when they were judged as high in warmth:

Numerical ratings were roughly equal for ‘‘high-warmth’’

women and men. Thus, lacking warmth harmed women but

having warmth did not offer them any greater benefit than it did

men.

Also consistent with gender stereotyping patterns, narrative

perceptions of technical competence mattered more for the

numerical ratings of male than female attorneys. Partner likeli-

hood was also higher for men than women, and mention of

Biernat et al. 5
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partnership better predicted positive numerical ratings of male

attorneys. What distinguished the ‘‘male competence’’ connec-

tion from the ‘‘female warmth’’ connection was that for men,

receiving a low narrative assessment of technical competence

did not harm them relative to women, but receiving narrative

comments indicating high technical competence benefited

them relative to women. That is, while both men and women

may have been held to stereotyped expectations, women partic-

ularly suffered when they did not meet expectations, and men

gained when they did.

These data also suggest that for women who were described

in narratives as having high levels of perceived technical com-

petence (and as partner material), numerical evaluations still

did not match those of comparable men. For example, women

described in the narratives as equivalently high in technical

competence to men (e.g., at 1 SD above the mean) received

numerical ratings of about half a SD lower than men’s. This dif-

ference could easily reduce partnership likelihood for women.

We also found that greater use of positive performance

words in narrative descriptions of women—the only mean-

level outcome that favored women—had no impact on the

numerical ratings women received. However, positive perfor-

mance word use for men did predict positive numerical ratings.

This suggests that the positive narrative characterizations of

women were more apparent than real; narrative comments

about women may have reflected inflated positivity relative

to low group level expectations—which did not translate into

the consequential numerical ratings that matter for promotion.

This pattern of findings is reminiscent of Castilla’s (2008)

performance–reward bias effect, whereby performance evalua-

tions matter less for salary increases for women and minorities

than for White men. Castilla argues that ‘‘employers con-

sciously or unconsciously discount the performance ratings

of employees because of their gender, race, or nationality,’’

when it comes to making salary decisions (p. 1483). We are

doubtful that explicit discounting played a role in our data, as

narrative comments were generated at the same time as numer-

ical ratings, by the same evaluators. In Castilla’s data, evalua-

tions were generated in one stage and wage determinations

made in a second stage, often by different evaluators. Still,

stereotype-based expectations underlie both effects. Of course,

we did not examine the effects of evaluations on salary increases.

But in this law firm, close-ended ratings are the outcomes that

matter; only attorneys who receive mainly 5s are headed for part-

nership. Men are clearly favored in these judgments, and these

judgments are more directly tied to the positive narrative com-

ments about performance that men than women received.

Overall, our data indicate that male attorneys received

evaluative advantages at this firm. While the absolute sex

difference in numerical ratings (Ms of 3.90 vs 3.76 on

5-point scale) may not seem very large, the firm’s reliance

on this number for partnership consideration makes it nearly

three times more likely that men than women will be promoted

to partner. Again, it is possible that this difference reflects

objective performance differences rather than gender bias, but

we think this is unlikely for several reasons. First, narrative

content did not support the numerical rating difference—if men

were objectively ‘‘better,’’ this should have been evident in all

forms of evaluation. Second, though men and women were per-

ceived equivalently in technical competence and interpersonal

warmth, these factors predicted consequential numerical rat-

ings in sex-typed ways. Such patterns cannot be explained by

objective performance differences. Third, even when one

considers the most highly regarded women—those who were

‘‘matches’’ to men in terms of narrative description of high

technical competence and partnership material—their numeri-

cal ratings did not match those of men.

These data provide a snapshot of the evaluation process of

one law firm at one point in time, and our analyses suggest that

gender affected the evaluations junior attorneys received.

The real-world context did not offer us the tight control of the

lab, in which employee sex could be isolated as a causal factor

in evaluative bias and process could be assessed. But this set-

ting provided a valuable venue for testing predictions about

subtle and complex forms of gender-stereotyping and for con-

sidering consequences for real employees being judged by real

evaluators in real time.
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Notes

1. The number of male supervisors who offered evaluations predicted

the overall numerical ratings attorneys received, r ¼ .19, p < .01.

This effect was not moderated by attorney sex and did not moderate

any of the substantive findings described in the text; therefore, it

will not be discussed further.

2. Although coders judged partner likelihood categorically, we

treated this as a continuous measure because we averaged across

all such mentions received by an attorney. For example, if an

attorney was evaluated by six supervisors, and one mentioned the

attorney was headed for partnership but the others said nothing

about partnership, the resulting ‘‘partner likelihood’’ score was .167.
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