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Abstract

In this paper, we investigate how subordinate likeability induces bias in managers’
subjective performance evaluations. Based on the affect-consistency heuristic, we
expect managers who use multiple performance measures to subjectively evaluate
their subordinates’ performance to place greater weight on likeability-consistent per-
formance measures than on likeability-inconsistent measures. Hence, we predict that
likeability and performance information interact in affecting managers’ performance
evaluations. The results of our experiment support this prediction. In line with prior
research, we find evidence of likeability bias in subjective performance evaluations:
likeable subordinates receive more favorable evaluations than dislikeable ones. We
further find that participants adjust their performance evaluations in the presence of
likeability-consistent performance information to a greater extent than in the pres-
ence of likeability-inconsistent performance information. Thus, in accordance with
the affect-consistency heuristic, our results indicate that likeability bias occurs due to
a differential, biased weighting of performance measures. Additionally, we find that
perceived likeability is also affected by subordinates’ performance, which in turn par-
tially mediates the effect of subordinate performance on evaluations: good performers
are more likeable than poor performers. Hence, this can exacerbate likeability bias.
We discuss the implications of our findings for the design of performance evaluation
systems in practice.
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1 Introduction

As an integral part of many organizations’ control systems, managers are frequently
tasked to subjectively evaluate their subordinates’ performance. However, a growing
number of studies reports on bias in such performance evaluations (e.g., Fehrenbacher
et al. 2018; Kaplan et al. 2017; Bol 2011; Maas and Torres-Gonzalez 2011; Moers
2005; Lipe and Salterio 2000). Biased evaluation behavior is detrimental for organi-
zations, especially when managers evaluate similar performances differently, as it can
impair the perceived fairness of evaluation systems (VouBem et al. 2016). Further-
more, biased evaluations can affect personnel decisions (e.g., Moers 2005) and lead
to inappropriate feedback, thus impairing the overall effectiveness of organizations’
control systems. Hence, it is important to obtain a sound understanding of the various
determinants and mechanisms of bias in subjective performance evaluations.

Since both the sender (i.e., the manager) and the receiver (i.e., the subordinate) of
subjective performance evaluations are humans, research on the antecedents of this
behavior indicates that the manager—subordinate relationship can cause such biased
performance evaluations (Bol 2011). While different facets of this relationship may
cause bias, prior research suggests that especially subordinate likeability is crucial
(e.g., Robbins and DeNisi 1998). Likeability is an interpersonal affective reaction
between individuals (e.g., Ding and Beaulieu 2011; Antonioni and Park 2001) and
can be positive as well as negative. For example, similarities (or dissimilarities) in
demographics or work style can determine likeability (Carmona et al. 2014; Xu and
Tuttle 2005). Positive or negative likeability is likely to develop quickly in every man-
ager—subordinate relationship but should not be relevant to performance evaluations
(Kaplan et al. 2007). However, a solid body of evidence indicates that this claim does
not hold (e.g., Carmona et al. 2014; Xu and Tuttle 2005; Antonioni and Park 2001).
While this stream of literature has mainly focused on likeability as a determinant of
bias in performance evaluations (i.e., the observation of a positive association between
likeability and bias in performance evaluations), the relevant underlying mechanism
(i.e., how likeability causes bias in performance evaluations) is less well explored.

However, research in psychology has already approached performance evaluation
from a cognitive processing perspective, suggesting possible mechanisms underly-
ing bias in evaluations during the distinct cognitive stages of information acquisition,
encoding, retrieval, and weighting (e.g., Robbins and DeNisi 1994; Feldman 1981).
But due to substantial differences between business contexts and the more generic
setups of most of these studies, it remains an open question whether those findings
can be generalized to business contexts. In practice, subjectivity is often induced to
performance evaluations by allowing managers to discretionary weight and aggregate
multiple performance measures to overall performance evaluations.! Yet, accounting
research on the cognitive processes underlying such subjective performance evalu-
ations is scarce. First steps have been taken by Kaplan et al. (2007), who suggest
that likeability may lead to bias in information seeking and weighting of performance
measures in performance reports. In this paper, we complement this line of research

' As we will outline in more detail in Sect. 2, psychology research usually entails participants directly
observing behavior during evaluation tasks, while in the business context, managers often have to rely on
multiple performance measures to evaluate subordinates. This may trigger different cognitive processes.
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by taking a cognitive processing perspective and addressing the research question of
how likeability causes bias in multi-measure-based performance evaluations.

We focus on a dyadic setting, in which a manager evaluates the performance of
a subordinate based on her subjective weighting of multiple performance measures.”
Although often theorized (e.g., Kramer and Maas 2019; Kaplan et al. 2007), to the best
of our knowledge, no study has focused directly on manager—subordinate-relationship-
driven performance evaluation bias as an outcome of a biased weighting of multiple
performance measures yet. In line with the affect-consistency heuristic (Robbins and
DeNisi 1994), we posit that managers weight performance measures indicating pos-
itive or negative performance differently to yield overall evaluations consistent with
their relationship to the subordinate, i.e., managers attach greater weight to likeability-
consistent performance measures than to likeability-inconsistent measures. This is
reflected in an asymmetric interaction between subordinate likeability and subordi-
nate performance: In the presence of positive subordinate likeability, managers inflate
their subjective performance evaluations given positive (negative) performance infor-
mation to a greater (lesser) extent than in the absence of such likeability. In contrast, in
the presence of negative subordinate likeability, managers deflate their subjective per-
formance evaluations given negative (positive) performance information to a greater
(lesser) extent than in the absence of such likeability.

To test our predictions, we conduct a 3 x 3 factorial between-subjects experiment
with student participants. Similar to prior research, participants in our experiment
assume the role of managers and subjectively evaluate the performance of a subordi-
nate, who is presented to them as likeable, dislikeable, or unknown (control condition).
The subordinate’s performance is manipulated by altering one of the performance mea-
sures within the subordinate’s performance report, which indicates negative, neutral,
or positive performance. We observe participants’ performance evaluations.

Our results support our predictions. In line with prior research, we find evidence
of likeability bias: Regardless of the subordinate’s performance, positive likeability
leads to upward-shifted evaluations, while negative likeability leads to downward-
shifted evaluations in comparison to the control condition. Our results indicate that
this likeability bias is driven by a differential weighting of likeability-consistent
and likeability-inconsistent performance measures. That is, our results also show
the predicted interactions. Moreover, additional analyses further reveal that subor-
dinates’ performance level affects their perceived likeability: Using data from the
post-experimental questionnaire, our results suggest that perceived likeability partially
mediates the effect of subordinate performance on managers’ subjective performance
evaluations.

This study makes three contributions to the accounting literature. First, we add to
the growing number of studies on managers’ cognitive processes during subjective
performance evaluations (e.g., Kramer and Maas 2019; Sohn et al. 2019; Dai et al.
2018; Fehrenbacher et al. 2018; Chen et al. 2016). We complement prior work, which
has mainly examined the cognitive stage of information acquisition, by focusing on
information weighting. Though a biased weighting of multiple, differently valenced

2 Other, non-dyadic settings include calibration committees (e.g., Demeré et al. 2018), where multiple
managers are involved in the evaluation of a single employee, or team settings (e.g., Arnold and Tafkov
2019) in which a manager evaluates multiple employees simultaneously and allocates bonuses.
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(i.e., positive and negative) performance measures has been proposed before, empirical
evidence has been absent yet. We show that likeability affects managers’ weighting
of likeability-consistent and likeability-inconsistent performance measures.

Second, we thereby also add to accounting research on affect in general. Extant
literature has explored the influence of affect in a variety of settings, including capital
budgeting decisions (e.g., Fehrenbacher et al. 2019; Farrell et al. 2014; Kida et al.
2001), risky choices (Moreno et al. 2002), whistleblowing (e.g., Robertson et al. 2011),
and investor decision-making (Elliott et al. 2014). Our results suggest that in decision-
making based on multiple information cues, affect may influence the weight decision-
makers place upon differently valenced information. For example, in an investment
scenario, affect towards a CEO may drive investors’ weighting of ambiguous financial
statement information (cf. Kaplan et al. 2018).

Finally, research has also been concerned with bias in performance evaluations due
to subordinates’ prior performance (e.g., Woods 2012; Reilly et al. 1998). While this
body of literature has long been distinct from the literature on likeability in perfor-
mance evaluations (Robbins and DeNisi 1994), more recent research has investigated
the interplay between these two topics (e.g., Varma and Pichler 2007). We extend this
line of research by showing that subordinates’ current performance also affects their
perceived likeability and may thus exacerbate bias in performance evaluations. Intu-
ition suggests that while subordinate likeability and prior level of performance might
cause bias in performance evaluations, subordinates’ current level of performance
should be directly linked to managers’ performance evaluations. However, our results
suggest that this relationship is more complex: current subordinate performance may
increase (or decrease) their perceived likeability and thus unduly affect performance
evaluations. Hence, from a practical perspective, our results should alert organizations
to the possible consequences of managers’ susceptibility to affective influences during
performance evaluations. However, since it is likely not possible to prevent likeability
from arising in manager—subordinate relationships, organizations that want to main-
tain such performance evaluation systems might consider inducing further elements
of control. For example, providing feedback and reminding managers of the crucial
role of fairness in performance evaluations seems to be a promising path (Kang and
Fredin 2012; Maas et al. 2012).

We have organized the remainder of this paper as follows: In the next section, we
review the relevant literature and develop the hypotheses. In the third section, we
describe the research design, while in the fourth section, we present our results. In the
final section of the paper, we conclude with a discussion of our results.

2 Literature review and hypothesis development

2.1 Subjective performance evaluation using accounting information

From a practical perspective, performance evaluation is implemented in many orga-
nizations by one person subjectively assigning an overall evaluation (expressed as

one key indicator) to another person, based on a selection of measures listed in a
performance report (e.g., Maas and Verdoorn 2017). Thus, one person discretionar-
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ily interprets and weights several performance measures and subjectively determines
an evaluation. While most organizations use such subjective performance evaluation
systems to increase the perceived fairness of evaluations, subjectivity also makes per-
formance evaluations susceptible to cognitive biases (e.g., Kramer and Maas 2019;
Cardinaels and van Veen-Dirks 2010; Moers 2005; Lipe and Salterio 2000). For exam-
ple, research has found that managers tend to place little weight on unique (as opposed
to common) performance measures (Lipe and Salterio 2000) or non-financial measures
(Cardinaels and van Veen-Dirks 2010) when conducting performance evaluations.

Such managerial judgments do not happen in temporal and personal isolation but
within an organizational context. Hence, such behavior might be triggered by elements
of the interpersonal relationship between managers and subordinates (e.g., Bol 2011;
Xu and Tuttle 2005). Yet, accounting researchers investigating multi-dimensional
performance evaluation systems have only recently begun to address the role of inter-
personal relationships in subjective performance evaluations (e.g., Carmona et al.
2014; Kaplan et al. 2007).

More research is needed on this topic since the unique features of the account-
ing environment usually preclude generalizing findings from psychology to business
contexts (Haynes and Kachelmeier 1998). Psychology research on performance eval-
uations typically examines scenarios in which a decision-maker directly observes
behavior (often operationalized through the use of videotapes) or is provided with
behavioral incidents without target values and then forms an evaluation (e.g., Rob-
bins and DeNisi 1998; DeNisi et al. 1997; Foti and Hauenstein 1993). However, in
most business contexts, managers do not have an opportunity to directly monitor
subordinates’ performance.’ Instead, despite frequently interacting personally with
subordinates, managers usually have to base their evaluations on a combination of
various performance measures (and their corresponding target and actual values) pre-
sented in a report. This is a different task, especially given the underlying cognitive
mechanisms and the possibilities for biases to arise.*

2.2 Interpersonal relationships and bias in performance evaluations

Still, the psychology literature does provide evidence of the possible impact of vari-
ous aspects of the manager—subordinate relationship on performance evaluations. A
large body of research shows that particularly the manager—subordinate likeability
may cause bias in performance evaluations (e.g., Tsui and Barry 1986; Cardy and
Dobbins 1986). Research by Robbins and DeNisi (1994, 1998) suggests that likeabil-
ity triggers an affect-consistency heuristic, according to which likeable subordinates
receive favorable evaluations, whereas dislikeable subordinates receive unfavorable
evaluations. A related stream of psychology research has shown similar biases in
performance evaluations resulting from subordinates’ prior performance (e.g., Reilly

3 This is one of the initial reasons why performance evaluation as an element of management control is
warranted.

4 For example, in such a case, it is not necessary to first encode performance as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ since a
comparison of target and actual values directly classifies performance. In this regard, the literature also
suggests that likeability should have less influence in the presence of clear performance targets (Kaplan
et al. 2007; Baltes and Parker 2000).
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et al. 1998; Steiner and Rain 1989; Balzer 1986). This line of research typically refers
to an assimilation effect, when a subordinate who has performed well (poor) in the
past receives a more favorable (unfavorable) evaluation for an average performance,
than a subordinate who has performed poorly (well) in the past.

On the one hand, given the apparent similarity between assimilation effects (eval-
uation bias due to prior performance) and the affect-consistency heuristic (evaluation
bias due to likeability), it is puzzling that the two streams of research have been treated
as distinct by psychology research (Robbins and DeNisi 1994). On the other hand,
it is necessary, from a theoretical perspective, to distinguish between these two phe-
nomena. To some extent, prior performance may be of informational value for the
evaluation of current performance. For example, if a subordinate who has consistently
performed well in the past suddenly performs poorly, there might be other factors
at stake than in the case of a constantly underperforming subordinate. Likeability, by
contrast, is irrelevant for the process of performance evaluation in all cases (Antonioni
and Park 2001).° However, Robbins and DeNisi (1994) note that in real organizational
settings, there may be a high correlation between prior performance and likeability
(e.g., a subordinate who has performed well in the past may be perceived as more
likeable). In this vein, two strands of literature have emerged: According to the “rater
bias perspective” (e.g., Cardy and Dobbins 1986; Feldman 1981), likeability affects
performance evaluations “through either biased information processing and/or inten-
tional distortion” (Sutton et al. 2013, p. 411). On the contrary, studies that take a
“true performance interpretation” (e.g., Lefkowitz 2000; Varma et al. 1996) argue that
subordinates’ “true” performance affects both their performance evaluations (directly)
and their likeability or claim that at least third variables (e.g., intelligence or diligence)
are associated with both likeability and “true” performance (Sutton et al. 2013).

2.3 Likeability bias in subjective performance evaluations based on accounting
information

We are aware of only a small number of studies in the management accounting lit-
erature that are closely related to this topic. These studies investigate settings where
managers have to form overall evaluations of subordinate performance based on per-
formance reports containing multiple performance measures and their results suggest
that managers’ evaluations display similar biases to those detected in the psychology
literature.

Using the theoretical background provided by Robbins and DeNisi (1994), Kaplan
et al. (2007) study the effects of subordinate likeability in a managerial performance
evaluation setting, where information is presented either in an unstructured manner
or organized in a Balanced Scorecard. They propose that the Balanced Scorecard pre-
sentation format mitigates the influence of likeability on performance evaluations but
find that participants provide biased evaluations regardless of the presentation format.
More recently, Carmona et al. (2014) confirm these findings. Besides providing further

5 There are numerous possible examples of factors that might cause managers to perceive subordinates as
likeable that are irrelevant to performance evaluations, such as when a manager and a subordinate favor the
same sports club or their children attend the same school.
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evidence to show that likeability leads to biased evaluations in business contexts, they
also used two samples from different countries and found regional differences. Further-
more, Kramer and Maas (2019) find that managers who recommended a subordinate
for promotion escalate their commitment and provide more favorable evaluations than
managers who advised against a subordinate’s promotion. Finally, Xu and Tuttle’s
(2005) results indicate that manager—subordinate similarity fosters a manager’s per-
ception of a subordinate as likeable, which, in turn, affects managers’ performance
evaluations based on accounting information.

The present paper adds to this stream of research by examining the effects of like-
ability in settings where a manager is presented with a performance report consisting
of multiple performance measures and is asked to subjectively evaluate a subordinate’s
performance based on this information. We do not aim to examine the effects of prior
performance. However, we vary the information on current performance as we are
interested in how managers’ use of positive and negative performance information is
affected by likeability. First, in line with prior research, we expect likeability to affect
evaluations regardless of the favorability of the presented performance information.
That is, we expect that likeable subordinates receive favorable ratings, while dislike-
able subordinates receive unfavorable ratings. Hence, we first state the following two
baseline hypotheses:

H1la Managers’ subjective performance evaluations of likeable subordinates will be
inflated.

H1b Managers’ subjective performance evaluations of dislikeable subordinates will
be deflated.

While serving as a necessary baseline, we also provide these hypotheses to repli-
cate and validate the findings of prior research in a different setting, an issue that
is of vital importance (e.g., Shields 2015). Scholars have only recently stressed the
necessity of replication to demonstrate the reliability and validity of research findings
outside the context in which the findings were established, which applies especially
to experimental research (Kaplan et al. 2018).°

2.4 The biased weighting mechanism underlying likeability bias

Next, we focus on the cognitive mechanism underlying likeability bias and, thus, on
how likeability bias differs in the presence of diverging performance information.
Hence, while various explanations have been proposed of why managers’ evaluations
might be biased,” our argument is based on the mechanism that underlies the spe-
cific setting of forming overall evaluations based on multiple performance measures.

6 Salterio (2014) also stresses the importance of replication in accounting research. In particular, he outlines
that the paper he co-authored with Marlys Lipe on the common measure bias (Lipe and Salterio 2000), which,
like the present study, deals with managers’ weighting of performance measures in subjective performance
evaluation, has been replicated at least 18 times. Prominent examples which have been published in major
accounting journals include (but are not limited to) Banker et al. (2004), Dilla and Steinbart (2005), and
Libby et al. (2004).

7 For example, some authors suggest that managers generally provide inflated ratings to avoid confrontations
(e.g., Bol et al. 2016).
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Referring to Robbins and DeNisi (1994), Kaplan et al. (2007) argue that the affect-
consistency heuristic operates in the stages of information acquisition and information
weighting. That is, managers cognitively process performance information in a biased
fashion.

In arecent study, Kramer and Maas (2019) experimentally address biased attention
as a cause of escalation bias in subjective performance evaluation. They suggest that
biased performance evaluations can be explained by selective exposure, which builds
on the theory of cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957). Kramer and Maas (2019)
assume that managers who made positive or negative recommendations regarding the
promotion of an employee pay different degrees of visual attention to favorable and
unfavorable information presented in an ambiguous Balanced Scorecard. However,
contrary to their expectations, their eye-tracking data does not support the prediction.
Hence, this seminal evidence implies that biased attention to performance measures
is likely not the mechanism underlying biases in performance evaluation due to inter-
personal relationships.®

However, besides a possible mechanism located in information acquisition, Kaplan
et al. (2007) argue that the mechanism in information weighting leading to affect-
consistency may be similar to motivated reasoning. According to Kunda (1990),
motivated reasoning is the behavior of evaluating and weighting information in a
way that fits one’s own preferences. This means that when managers are confronted
with various divergent pieces of information, they will discount information that is
inconsistent with their preferences and over-emphasize information that supports their
preferences. Applied to the domain of subjective performance evaluation, Kaplan et al.
(2007) suggest that managers are motivated to inflate their evaluations of likeable
subordinates and deflate their evaluations of dislikeable subordinates. Thus, when
managers evaluate subordinate performance based on multiple measures, they tend to
place more weight on likeability-consistent performance measures than on likeability-
inconsistent ones. In the case of a likeable subordinate, positive information will thus
be over-weighted and negative information under-weighted, whereas in the case of
a dislikeable subordinate, positive information will be underweighted and negative
information taken into account more severely (Kaplan et al. 2007; Robbins and DeNisi
1994).

In this paper, we set out to directly test this mechanism. We argue that this mech-
anism is reflected in a specific interaction between subordinates’ likeability and
subordinates’ performance information. In particular, we expect managers to place
greater (lesser) weight on positive (negative) performance information in the presence
of positive subordinate likeability than in the absence of such likeability.” Therefore,
we predict that in the presence of positive subordinate likeability, managers will inflate
their subjective performance evaluations given positive (negative) performance infor-
mation to a greater (lesser) extent than in the absence of such likeability. By contrast,

8 Regarding likeability, Robbins and DeNisi’s (1994) results also imply that affect-consistency is not
associated with information acquisition.

9 While not the focus of our paper, we note that the consciousness of this behavior is ambiguous. For
example, Luft and Shields (2009) elaborate on motivated reasoning and outline that it affects individuals’
cognitive processes “...in ways of which individuals are not fully conscious.” (p. 234). We revisit this issue
in our supplementary analyses.
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= = = positive likeability
e control
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Fig. 1 Predicted interaction effect between likeability and performance. This figure presents the predicted
interaction effects for the experiment, where the dependent variable is performance evaluation. The exper-
iment manipulates likeability (negative likeability, control, positive likeability) and performance (negative
performance, neutral performance, positive performance) between subjects

we expect managers to place greater (lesser) weight on negative (positive) performance
in the presence of negative subordinate likeability compared to the absence of such
likeability. Thus, we conversely predict that in the presence of negative subordinate
likeability, managers will deflate their subjective performance evaluations given nega-
tive (positive) performance information to a greater (lesser) extent than in the absence
of such likeability. This leads to the following formal hypotheses:

H2a In the presence of positive subordinate likeability, managers will inflate their
subjective performance evaluations given positive (negative) instead of neutral perfor-
mance information to a greater (lesser) extent than in the absence of such likeability.

H2b In the presence of negative subordinate likeability, managers will deflate their
subjective performance evaluations given negative (positive) instead of neutral perfor-
mance information to a greater (lesser) extent than in the absence of such likeability.

Figure 1 illustrates the predicted pattern of means. The expected biased weighting
of performance information is contrasted with the weighting of performance infor-
mation for an unknown subordinate (control group), where likeability is absent and
managers are assumed to weight positive and performance deviations similar to equal-
in-magnitude negative performance deviations (i.e., in a linear manner).
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3 Research method

3.1 Experimental design and task overview

We conduct an experiment with a 3 x 3 full-factorial design to test our predictions. '’
We manipulate subordinate likeability and subordinate performance between subjects.
Similar to Carmona et al. (2014) and Kaplan et al. (2007), we provide a description
of a hypothetical subordinate to manipulate likeability. However, while Kaplan et al.
(2007) base their design on the seminal work of Lipe and Salterio (2000), asking
participants to evaluate a likeable and a dislikeable subordinate simultaneously,'! we
manipulate likeability between subjects. Hence, each participant is only asked to eval-
uate one subordinate. In the positive likeability condition, our case description outlines
a likeable subordinate, while in the negative likeability condition, the subordinate is
described as dislikeable. Furthermore, in order to test the proposed interactions, we
add a control condition as a baseline, whereby the hypothetical subordinate is not
described as either likeable or dislikeable.!? To manipulate performance, we vary the
performance report for the hypothetical subordinate to indicate a negative, neutral, or
positive overall performance by altering one performance measure between subjects,
while keeping the remaining performance measures constant. We observe participants’
subjective performance evaluations. There was no deception of any kind.

Based on prior research (e.g., Kramer and Maas 2019; Kaplan et al. 2007; Lipe
and Salterio 2000), we ask participants to assume the role of a regional manager in
a retail clothing company called TrueDenim Clothing Group (TDC). Participants are
told that it is part of the job to evaluate subordinate-managers’ performance and that
the management accounting department of TDC provides relevant information on four
performance measures relevant for this task.!3 Furthermore, they are informed about
their discretion in weighting these measures. After studying the performance report
containing the target and actual values for these four measures for a subordinate named
Michael Schmitz,'* participants are asked to provide their evaluation of him.

10 The research design initially featured two positive likeability treatments. By intention, they should affect
performance evaluations differently. However, the second treatment did not significantly differ in its effect
on performance evaluation. Furthermore, regarding the likeability manipulation check, both treatments
yielded inferentially identical results. In order to retain a balanced sample, we refrained from pooling those
treatment conditions but omitted this second likeability condition.

11 1 jkewise, Carmona et al. (2014) presented two subordinates (one likeable, one dislikeable) simultane-
ously to each participant.

12 This design choice follows related psychology research, which emphasizes the necessity of a control
condition in settings such as ours (Kravitz and Balzer 1992).

13 Aswe acknowledge that experiments should not strive for unnecessary mundane realism, we refrained
from implementing real-world performance measures (e.g., customer satisfaction) but instead labeled the
measures A, B, C, and D, respectively, to avoid that participants’ weighting of favorable and unfavorable
performance information is confounded with their perceived importance of various performance measures
(Kadous and Zhou 2018).

14 “Michael” and “Schmitz” are among the most common German first and family names, respectively.
We, therefore, expect that any positive or negative connotations would be non-systematic and, due to
experimental randomization, would not affect our results.
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3.2 Participants and procedures

In total, 267 undergraduate students participated in the experiment.'> Due to miss-
ing answers to variables on which the analyses are based, 26 participants had to be
excluded. Hence, the net sample consists of 241 participants.'® Participants are on
average slightly below 21 years old and 49.6% are females. A Kruskal-Wallis test
indicates that there are no significantly different means between the experimental
conditions for age (p = 0.63, two-tailed). Likewise, a Chi square test indicates no
differences across conditions with regard to gender (p = 0.32, two-tailed). We, thus,
conclude that experimental randomization was successful.

The experiment was conducted during a cost accounting lecture at a large German
university.!” Students were told that participation was voluntary, and participating
students were advised to work separately and to follow the predefined order. There
were no financial incentives.'® Instruments were distributed randomly. After complet-
ing the experimental task, participants were asked to complete a post-experimental
questionnaire, which included a manipulation check, several questions regarding the
experimental task and demographics. Participants were debriefed directly after par-
ticipation. In total, procedures took approximately 20 min.

3.3 Variables
3.3.1 Dependent variables

After studying the performance report for Michael Schmitz, participants are asked
to provide an overall evaluation on an 11-point Likert scale ranging from 0 to 10.
Participants’ evaluations on this scale represent our main dependent variable labeled
performance evaluation. Furthermore, we asked participants to indicate their level of
agreement with the statement “I liked store manager Michael Schmitz” on a scale

15 A stream of methodologically oriented studies addresses the topic of using students in accounting-
related judgment and decision-making experiments (e.g., Elliott et al. 2007; Libby et al. 2002; Ashton and
Kramer 1980). The results obtained by Elliott et al. (2007) suggest that as long as the cognitive complexity
of the task does not exceed the capabilities of the students, the results can be transferred to real-world
decision-makers. Libby et al. (2002) even conclude that researchers should refrain from using professionals
unless necessary. Schwering (2017) argues that students should not be used as surrogates for managers if
managers’ experience is important to the task but that in tasks that do not require such experience, real
managers’ reliance on experience may indeed be a confounding factor. As our task does not necessarily
require expertise and students’ cognitive processes are assumed not to differ from practitioners’ cognitive
processes in the experimental task, using a student sample is deemed suitable for answering our research
question.

16 Aq1 analyses have been replicated using the full sample where possible; effects stay inferentially identical.
17 We conducted the experiment paper-based and the original language of the materials was German.

18 1n practice, firms are usually unable to incentivize managers to provide accurate performance evaluations
as this would imply the possibility of determining objectively what constitutes an accurate performance
evaluation (Ding and Beaulieu 2011). However, subjective performance evaluations are especially well-
suited mechanisms in cases where such objective performance evaluations are not determinable.
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from 1 (does not apply at all) to 7 (fully applies). This variable is labeled perceived
likeability and is subject to additional analyses.

3.3.2 Independent variables

Our first independent variable is likeability. We manipulate likeability by introducing
Michael Schmitz in the case description prior to the evaluation task. In the positive
likeability condition, Michael Schmitz is introduced as a sane, considerate, unassum-
ing, and unobtrusive employee whereas in the negative likeability condition, he is
described as boastful, gossipy, self-centered, and superficial. In the control condition,
participants proceed to the performance evaluation directly after the instructions.
Our second independent variable is performance, which is manipulated at three
levels by providing different types of performance reports: a negative performance
condition (one performance measure is diagnostic, indicating poor performance; the
remaining three measures are average), a neutral performance condition (all perfor-
mance measures are average) and a positive performance condition (one performance
measure is diagnostic, indicating good performance; the remaining three measures are
average).'? Hence, we keep three out of four performance measures constant across
conditions. Any deviation in the evaluation (within a specific likeability condition)
must, therefore, reflect a different weighting of the diagnostic performance measure.

4 Results
4.1 Preliminary analyses and descriptive statistics

Using perceived likeability as a manipulation check, a one-way ANOVA and follow-
up contrasts (untabulated) reveal that participants in the positive likeability condition
perceived the subordinate as more likeable (t = 4.29, p<0.01, one-tailed) than partic-
ipants in the control condition. Participants in the negative likeability conditions show
significantly lower values (t = — 6.53, p<0.01, one-tailed).

Table 1 reports the means and standard deviations for the performance evaluations
by experimental condition. The descriptive statistics are in line with our hypotheses:
On average, participants in the positive likeability condition (mean = 5.25, sd = 1.67)
provided inflated evaluations in comparison to the control group (mean = 4.72, sd
= 1.82), while participants in the negative likeability condition (mean = 4.09, sd
= 1.75) provided deflated evaluations. Overall, evaluations in the presence of neg-
ative performance information (mean = 4.08, sd = 1.84) were lower than those in
the presence of neutral performance information (mean = 4.83, sd = 1.71) or posi-
tive performance information (mean = 5.39, sd = 1.61), indicating that participants
considered differences in performance information in the expected manner.

19 The deviation from the neutral condition within the diagnostic performance measure was equal-in-
magnitude for the positive and negative performance conditions.
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics for performance evaluation across conditions

Likeability® ~ Performance?

Negative Neutral Positive Total
Negative 3.67 (1.37) 4.28 (1.93) 4.33(1.91) 4.09 (1.75)
n=24 n=25 n=21 n=70
Control 3.64 (1.73) 4.96 (1.66) 5.52 (1.58) 4.72 (1.82)
n=25 n=23 n=27 n=75
Positive 4.69 (2.05) 5.16 (1.51) 6.03 (0.91) 5.25(1.67)
n=35 n=232 n=29 n=96
Total 4.08 (1.84) 4.83 (1.71) 5.39 (1.61) 4.75 (1.80)
n=284 n =280 n="77 n =241

Performance evaluation is our dependent variable and is measured on an 11-point Likert-scale. It ranges
from O to 10. The standard deviations are in brackets

4Performance is manipulated between-subjects on three levels. In the negative conditions, the presented
performance report contains one poor performance measure, while in the neutral conditions, all performance
measures are average. Participants in the positive performance conditions receive a report containing one
good performance measure

bLikeability is manipulated between-subjects on three levels: in the negative likeability condition, a dis-
likeable profile is presented. The control conditions receive no profile for Michael Schmitz. In the positive
likeability condition, participants receive a likeable profile

4.2 Hypotheses testing
4.2.1 Tests of hypotheses 1a and 1b

In Hla and H1b, we predict that positive likeability will lead to inflated evaluations
while negative likeability will cause deflated evaluations. Table 2 shows the results of
an ANOVA with the two manipulations as factors. In line with Hla and H1b, we find
a significant main effect for likeability (F = 10.56, p<0.01, two-tailed). Follow-up
contrasts (untabulated) comparing the treatments with the control condition reveal
that positive likeability led to significantly inflated performance evaluations (t = 2.29,
p = 0.01, one-tailed) while negative likeability led to deflated evaluations (t = —
2.21, p = 0.01, one-tailed). Thus, the results support Hla and H1b. While we also
find a significant main effect for performance (F = 12.29, p<0.01, two-tailed) in the
ANOVA, the interaction term between likeability and performance is insignificant (F
= 1.12, p = 0.35, two-tailed).

4.2.2 Tests of hypothesis 2a

However, for analyzing the interaction, we do not rely on ANOVA, as conventional
ANOVA is not best suited to detect ordinal interactions, especially when variables are
varied on more than two levels (Ravenscroft and Buckless 2018). Since we vary both
our independent variables on more than two levels, and predict an asymmetric pattern
of cell means a priori, custom contrast coding is used to provide an appropriate test
of H2a and H2b, while also maximizing statistical power (Guggenmos et al. 2018;
Buckless and Ravenscroft 1990). With H2a, we predict that in the presence of positive
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Table 2 Test of HI ANOVA with treatments as between factors

Source of variation SS df MS F-stat p value?
Likeability 58.19 2 29.10 10.56 <0.01
Performance 67.73 2 33.87 12.29 <0.01
Likeability x performance 12.33 4 3.08 1.12 0.35
Error 639.22 232 2.76

Dependent variable: performance evaluation (n = 241), RZ=0.18
2All reported p values are two-tailed

subordinate likeability, managers will inflate their subjective performance evaluations
given positive (negative) performance information to a greater (lesser) extent than in
the absence of such likeability.

To test H2a, we compare participants in the positive likeability condition to those
in the control condition. For the first part of the hypothesis test, we restrict the
analysis to positive and neutral performance information. We employ the following
contrast weights: — 2 for the neutral performance/control condition, — 1 for the neutral
performance/positive likeability condition, — 1 for the positive performance/control
condition, and 4 4 for the positive performance/positive likeability condition.”’ The
results are presented in panel A of Table 3. The hypothesized pattern is supported (F =
7.76, p<0.01, two-tailed). We also perform the accompanying semi-omnibus F test,
which tests for the residual between-groups variance and, therefore, indicates whether
the contrast model is a good fit for the data. The test is not significant (F = 0.60,
p = 0.55, two-tailed), which indicates that the contrast model explains all between-
groups variance in the data. The final step, which is recommended by Guggenmos
et al. (2018), is to test the relative contrast variance residual (q2), which indicates how
much of the variance is not explained by the employed set of contrasts. A g> of 0.15
indicates that our contrast model explains a reasonable amount of the variance in the
data.

In a second step, we compare participants who received negative or neutral perfor-
mance information. We employ the following contrast weights: — 4 for the negative
performance/control condition, + 1 for the neutral performance/control condition, +
1 for the negative performance/positive likeability condition, and + 2 for the neutral
performance/positive likeability condition. As panel B of Table 3 shows, the con-
trast model is again highly significant (F = 11.14, p<0.01, two-tailed). The residual
between-groups variance test is not significant (F = 0.18, p = 0.83, two-tailed), and a

20 Note that the sets of contrast weights used to test H2a and H2b all test for patterns that represent a
combination of a likeability main effect and an ordinal interaction between likeability and performance
information as our theory predicts (cf. Guggenmos et al. 2018). For example, in the case of our first contrast
test, both the contrast weights for the neutral performance/positive likeability condition (— 1) and those for
the positive performance/positive likeability condition (+ 4) are greater than the respective contrast weights
for the neutral performance/control condition (— 2) and the positive performance/control condition (— 1),
thus representing a main effect of likeability. However, the greater difference in contrast weights within
the positive performance condition (4 4 vs. — 1) than within the neutral performance condition (— 1 vs.
— 2) tests the predicted ordinal interaction. Use of such contrast weights is in line with extant accounting
literature (e.g., Tan et al. 2019; Koonce et al. 2019; Lambert and Agoglia 2011; Kadous et al. 2003).
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Table 3 Tests of H2a and H2b

Source of variation df MS F-stat p value®

Panel A: planned contrasts to test H2a—positive vs. neutral
performance information®

Model contrast 1 15.87 7.76 <0.01

Source of variation df MS F-stat p value®

Panel B: planned contrasts to test H2a—negative vs. neutral
performance information®

Model contrast 1 34.77 11.14 <0.01

Source of variation df MS F-stat p value®

Panel C: planned contrasts to test H2b—positive vs. neutral
performance information®

Model contrast 1 21.15 6.77 0.01

Source of variation df MS F-stat p value®

Panel D: Planned Contrasts to test H2b—negative vs. neutral
performance informationd

Model contrast 1 10.89 3.82 0.05

Dependent variable: performance evaluation

4The contrast weights are — 2 for neutral performance/control, — 1 for neutral performance/positive like-
ability, — 1 for positive performance/control, and + 4 for the positive performance/positive likeability n =
111

bThe contrast weights are — 4 for negative performance/control, + 1 for neutral performance/control, + 1
for negative performance/positive likeability, and + 2 for neutral performance/positive likeability, n = 115
CThe contrast weights are — 2 for neutral performance/negative likeability, — 1 for positive per-
formance/negative likeability, — 1 for neutral performance/control, and + 4 for the positive perfor-
mance/control, n = 96

dThe contrast weights are — 4 for negative performance/negative likeability, + 1 for neutral perfor-
mance/negative likeability, + 1 for negative performance/control, and + 2 for neutral performance/control,
n=97

€All reported p values are two-tailed

> of 0.03 implies that only 3% of the systematic variance is not explained by the con-
trast model. Taken together, these results support H2a, indicating that in the presence
of positive subordinate likeability, managers will inflate their subjective performance
evaluations given positive (negative) performance information to a greater (lesser)
extent than in the absence of such likeability.

4.2.3 Tests of hypothesis 2b

With H2b, we predict that in the presence of negative subordinate likeability, managers
will deflate their subjective performance evaluations given negative (positive) perfor-
mance information to a greater (lesser) extent than in the absence of such likeability.
To test H2b, we compare participants in the negative likeability condition to those in
the control condition. Similar to our test of H2a, we restrict the analysis to positive and
neutral performance information for the first part of the hypothesis test. We employ
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the following contrast weights: — 2 for the neutral performance/negative likeability
condition, — 1 for the positive performance/negative likeability condition, — 1 for the
neutral performance/control condition, and + 4 for the positive performance/control
condition. The results are shown in panel C of Table 3. The contrast model is signif-
icant (F = 6.77, p = 0.01, two-tailed). The residual between-groups variance test is
not significant (F = 0.74, p = 0.47, two-tailed), and q2 amounts to 0.20.

To compare participants who received negative or neutral performance information,
we employ the following contrast weights: — 4 for the negative performance/negative
likeability condition, 4 1 for the neutral performance/negative likeability condition,
+ 1 for the negative performance/control condition, and + 2 for the neutral perfor-
mance/control condition. While the contrast model presented in panel D of Table 3
marginally reaches a conventional level of significance (F = 3.82, p = 0.05, two-
tailed), the semi-omnibus F test for the residual variance shows a similar level of
significance (F = 2.90, p = 0.06, two-tailed). Moreover, a q> of 0.61 suggests that
our contrast model explains less than half of the systematic variance. In sum, we thus
conclude that our results provide mixed support for H2b: the evidence suggests that
in the presence of negative subordinate likeability, managers deflate their subjective
performance evaluations given positive performance information to a lesser extent
than in the absence of such likeability. However, results do not indicate that in the
presence of such negative subordinate likeability, managers deflate their subjective
performance evaluations given negative performance information to a greater extent
than in the absence of likeability.

Figure 2 displays the interaction effect of likeability and performance information
in graphic form (cf. Guggenmos et al. 2018). It can be observed that, in comparison
to the control group, participants in the positive likeability condition put more weight
on positive information and less weight on negative information. Participants in the
negative likeability condition appear to have put little weight on positive information.
However, in comparison to the control group, participants in the negative likeability
condition do not appear to have put greater weight on negative information.

4.3 Supplementary analyses
4.3.1 Additional tests of biased weighting of performance information

As the inspection of visual fit suggests, mixed support for H2b might stem from
participants in the control group not weighting negative performance deviations sim-
ilar to equal-in-magnitude positive performance deviations (i.e., in a linear manner).
Hence, to further investigate our proposed biased weighting mechanism, we analyze
the positive and negative likeability conditions separately. First, we turn to the positive
likeability condition. The observed means in Table 1 show that participants inflated
their performance evaluations in the presence of positive performance information
(mean = 6.03)—compared to neutral performance information (mean = 5.15)—to
a greater extent than they downward adapted their performance evaluations in the
presence of equal-in-magnitude negative performance information (mean = 4.68). To
provide a formal test, we employ the following contrast weights: — 2 for negative
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Fig. 2 Observed interaction effect between likeability and performance. This figure presents the observed
pattern of cell means for participants’ performance evaluation on whether (1) the subordinate was presented
likeable (positive likeability), not familiarized (control) or dislikeable (negative likeability) and (2) the
subordinate’s performance being negative, neutral or positive

performance information, — 1 for neutral performance information, and + 3 for pos-
itive performance information. As untabulated results show, the predicted pattern is
significant (t = 3.32, p<0.01, one-tailed). The residual variance is insignificant (F =
0.48, p = 0.49, two-tailed), and q2 amounts to 0.03.

Turning to the negative likeability condition, the observed means also suggest that
participants deflated their performance evaluations in the presence of negative perfor-
mance information (mean = 3.67)—compared to the neutral performance information
(mean = 4.28)—to a greater extent than they upward adapted their performance evalu-
ations in the presence of equal-in-magnitude positive performance information (mean
= 4.33). We employ a similar (but reversed) set of contrast weights: — 3 for negative
performance information, + 1 for neutral performance information, and + 2 for posi-
tive performance information. In line with our expectations, untabulated results show
that the predicted pattern is marginally significant (t = 1.43, p = 0.08, one-tailed). The
residual variance is again insignificant (F = 0.06, p = 0.81, two-tailed), and a > of
0.01 indicates that only 1% of the systematic variance is not explained by the contrast
model. Taken together, these results further corroborate our prediction that a biased
weighting mechanism underlies likeability bias.
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Table 4 Descriptive statistics for perceived likeability across conditions

Likeability Performance

Negative Neutral Positive Total
Negative 1.79 (0.78) 2.24 (1.30) 2.29 (1.38) 2.10 (1.18)
n=24 n=25 n=21 n="70
Control 3.16 (1.34) 3.65 (1.56) 3.74 (0.86) 3.52(1.28)
n=25 n=23 n=27 n=75
Positive 4.11(1.43) 4.34 (1.38) 475 (1.41) 4.38 (1.42)
n=235 n=32 n=29 n =96
Total 3.17 (1.57) 3.49 (1.65) 3.73 (1.57) 3.45(1.61)
n=_84 n =280 n="77 n =241

Perceived likeability is measured during the post-experimental questionnaire by asking participants to
indicate their level of agreement to the statement “I liked store manager Michael Schmitz.” on a 7-point
Likert-scale

4.3.2 The effects of performance on perceived likeability

Our full-factorial design allows us to conduct supplementary analyses of the influence
of performance on perceived likeability and subsequent performance evaluations. We
first present descriptive statistics for perceived likeability in Table 4.

In line with our intended manipulation and preliminary analysis, Table 4 reveals that
participants in the positive likeability condition perceived Michael Schmitz as more
likeable (mean = 4.38, sd = 1.42) than participants in the control condition (mean
= 3.52, sd = 1.28) or the negative likeability condition (mean = 2.10, sd = 1.18).
However, as Table 4 further reveals, Michael Schmitz’ perceived likeability appears to
be affected by his performance as participants in the positive performance condition
perceived him to be more likeable (mean = 3.73, sd = 1.57) than participants in the
neutral performance condition (mean = 3.49, sd = 1.65) or the negative performance
condition (mean = 3.17, sd = 1.57). Hence, in panel A of Table 5, we run an ANOVA
with perceived likeability as the dependent variable and the two manipulations as
factors. We find a significant main effect for both the likeability manipulation (F =
63.00, p<0.01, two-tailed) and the performance manipulation (F = 4.01, p = 0.02,
two-tailed) on perceived likeability.

Panel B of Table 5 shows the results of an ANCOVA including perceived likeability
as a covariate in our main model. The results show that while perceived likeability
significantly affects performance evaluations (F = 15.91, p<0.01, two-tailed), the
effect of our likeability manipulation is no longer significant (F = 1.17, p = 0.31, two-
tailed). Hence, as expected, the results suggest that perceived likeability fully mediates
the effect of the likeability manipulation. However, our performance manipulation is
still significant (F = 9.26, p<0.01, two-tailed) even though the effect is of a smaller
magnitude than in the unmediated model (F = 12.29, p<0.01, two-tailed), which
indicates partial mediation. Figure 3 visualizes these results.
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Table 5 Additional mediation analysis of perceived likeability

Source of variation SS df MS F-stat p value®

Panel A: ANOVA with mediator as dependent variable and treatments as between factors?

Likeability 213.24 2 106.62 63.00 <0.01
Performance 13.57 2 6.79 4.01 0.02
Likeability x performance 1.22 4 0.31 0.1895 0.35
Error 392.64 232 1.69

Source of variation SS df MS F-stat p value®

Panel B: ANCOVA with treatments as between factors and mediator as

covariateP

Likeability 6.05 2 3.02 1.17 0.31
Performance 47.92 2 23.96 9.26 <0.01
Likeability x performance 10.78 4 2.69 1.04 0.39
Perceived likeability 41.18 1 41.18 15.91 <0.01
Error 598.05 231 2.59

4Dependent variable: perceived likeability (n = 241), R% =037
bDependent variable: performance evaluation (n = 241), R%Z =023
CAll reported p values are two-tailed

Likeability
F=1.17
(F = 10.56*** without mediator)
F =63.00%**
Perceived F=159]%** Performance
likeability evaluation
F=4.01%*
F=9.20%**
(F = 12.29%** without mediator)
Performance

Fig. 3 The mediating effect of perceived likeability. This figure shows the results of a series of ANOVAs
depicted in Tables 2 and 4. *, ** **Represent significance at the 0.10, 0.05, and 0.01 levels, respectively
(two-tailed)

4.3.3 Post-experimental questionnaire

Finally, information on certain variables collected in the post-experimental question-
naire provides further insights into the proposed biased weighting mechanism. We
argued that participants place greater weight on likeability-consistent than likeability-
inconsistent performance information, a behavior which might be both conscious and
unconscious. Thus, we first asked participants to indicate, on a scale from 1 (does not
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apply at all) to 7 (fully applies), whether they placed equal weight on all performance
measures presented. An untabulated ANOVA shows that there are no significant differ-
ences between conditions (p = 0.65) and participants’ mean score on this item (mean
= 4.58, sd = 1.94) is significantly above the scale midpoint of 4 (t = 4.60, p<0.01,
two-tailed).

Furthermore, we asked participants to indicate, using the same scale, whether they
placed greater weight on performance measures for which Michael Schmitz achieved
a low value than on performance measures for which he achieved a high value. Par-
ticipants in the negative likeability condition indicate higher agreement compared to
participants in the positive likeability condition (mean = 3.49, sd = 0.21 vs. mean =
3.03,sd =0.17,t = 1.70, p = 0.05, one-tailed). However, participants in both condi-
tions seem to rather disagree with the statement as the mean scores of both participants
in the positive likeability condition (t = — 5.64, p<0.01, two-tailed) and participants
in the negative likeability condition (t = — 2.37, p = 0.02, two-tailed) are significantly
below the scale midpoint.

Hence, although we acknowledge that self-reported measures of decision processes
should be treated with some caution, these results indicate that the mechanism of
biased weighting of likeability-consistent and likeability-inconsistent performance
information causing bias in performance evaluations seems to operate predominantly
unconscious.

5 Discussion and conclusion

Subjective performance evaluations are often assessed in a dyadic manager—sub-
ordinate setting, entailing managers’ subjective weighting of multiple performance
measures to determine overall performance evaluations. Prior research suggests
that subordinates’ likeability may affect performance evaluations in such settings
because managers engage in an affect-consistency heuristic, placing greater weight on
likeability-consistent performance information than on likeability-inconsistent infor-
mation (e.g., Kaplan et al. 2007; Robbins and DeNisi 1994). In this paper, we examine
the interaction of likeability and valence of subordinate performance information.
Using an experiment, we find that managers asked to subjectively evaluate a likeable
subordinate inflate their evaluations in the presence of positive performance informa-
tion to a greater extent than they downward-adapt their evaluations in the presence
of equal-in-magnitude negative information. When asked to evaluate a dislikeable
subordinate, they deflate their evaluations in the presence of negative performance
information to a greater extent than they upward-adapt their evaluations in the pres-
ence of equal-in-magnitude positive information.

Since we vary only one performance measure between the different performance
conditions in our experiment, our results indicate a biased weighting mechanism.
Hence, our results are in line with the affect-consistency heuristic and imply that man-
agers place greater weight on likeability-consistent performance measures than on
likeability-inconsistent measures (Robbins and DeNisi 1994). Our study thus extends
prior research implying a biased weighting of performance measures as the mechanism
underlying bias in performance evaluations (e.g., Kaplan et al. 2007) by directly exam-
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ining this mechanism. It also contributes to the accounting literature on managers’
cognitive processing of multiple performance measures in subjective performance
evaluations in general (e.g., Lipe and Salterio 2000). We thereby also add to the
general discussion on affect in accounting contexts (e.g., Fehrenbacher et al. 2019;
Elliott et al. 2014) by showing that affect may cause decision-makers to place different
weights on positively and negatively valenced information.

Additional analyses of our experiment further reveal that as well as directly affecting
evaluations, subordinates’ performance also indirectly affects managers’ performance
evaluations through perceived likeability, which may exacerbate likeability bias. While
prior research has already shown that managers’ impressions of subordinates’ prior
performance may cause bias in subjective performance evaluations (e.g., Reilly et al.
1998; Balzer 1986), the influence of current performance has, to the best of our knowl-
edge, been largely unexplored. Our results suggest that while performance information
is appropriately incorporated into managers’ performance evaluations, it may also
cause affective reactions: Managers perceive poorly performing subordinates as less
likeable and rate them therefore unduly severe. Favorable performance, in turn, results
in the opposite behavior. In consequence, this might induce a feedback loop, in partic-
ular at the beginning of a manager-subordinate relationship: initial performance of an
employee may cause likeability, which then affects how the further performance of this
employee is perceived. These findings extend the stream of research that investigates
the interplay between performance information and likeability in subjective perfor-
mance evaluations (e.g., Varma and Pichler 2007). Hence, we contribute to recent
discussions on “rater bias” versus “true performance” perspectives (e.g., Sutton et al.
2013) by showing that subordinates’ current performance affects their performance
evaluations both directly and indirectly through managers’ perceptions of subordinates
as likeable or dislikeable.

In the light of the concern, among both researchers and practitioners, with bias
in performance evaluations, our results also have important practical implications. A
sound understanding of the possible adverse effects of subjectivity in performance
evaluation is crucial for informing organizations about possible interventions. When
managers’ evaluations of more or less likeable subordinates are not solely vertically
‘shifted’, but instead likeability interacts with subordinates’ performance level (i.e.,
likeability causes managers to engage in a biased weighting and rate the same per-
formance differently for more or less likeable subordinates), the perceived fairness
of organizations’ performance evaluation systems can be particularly impaired. This
can reduce employee motivation and, thus, be hazardous for organizations. However,
since organizations are most likely not capable of controlling employees’ emotions
(i.e., their interpersonal relationships and their affective reactions triggered by certain
levels of performance), organizations should consider complementing the evaluation
procedure with other (informal) controls to increase the accuracy and employees’ fair-
ness perceptions of performance evaluations. Possible controls include (but are not
limited to) accountability structures, feedback, and training (Kang and Fredin 2012;
Dilla and Steinbart 2005; Libby et al. 2004).

Like all research, this study has limitations, which have to be taken into account
when interpreting its results while also offering opportunities for future research.
First, it is possible that participants perceived part of our likeability manipulation as
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performance-relevant: For example, it could be argued that “self-centered” can be hin-
dering in some tasks but also helpful in others. Thus, without a clear description of the
requirements of the subordinate’s tasks, a performance-related (positive or negative)
interpretation of the wording of our manipulation is highly subjective. Due to experi-
mental randomization, we therefore expect this not to affect our results. Furthermore,
while this might only affect the level of bias between the likeability conditions, it
cannot explain the obtained interactions.

Second, with our likeability manipulation, we aim to trigger interpersonal affect
through a written description of a fictional subordinate. While this procedure is in
line with experimental accounting research on affect (e.g., Fanning and Piercey 2014;
Bhattacharjee et al. 2012; Moreno et al. 2002), we acknowledge that it is difficult to
trigger an affective reaction through written text. However, we reason that this would
work against finding any effects. While our results show the direction of the effects, we
thus believe that the real-world effects of likeability on the weighting of performance
measures in subjective performance evaluations may be of greater magnitude.”!

Third, to be able to directly test biased weighting behavior, we provided a limited
amount of performance measures in our experiment. Future research could exam-
ine the effects of likeability at different levels of information load and, thus, explore
whether exceeding managers’ cognitive capacities exacerbates likeability-caused bias
(Schick et al. 1990; Miller 1956). In particular, it is possible that in such a scenario,
managers might engage in a non-exhaustive information search and shift their atten-
tion predominantly to likeability-consistent performance measures (Sohn et al. 2019;
Kaplan et al. 2007).

Finally, we only consider a one-period scenario in our study. In practice, manager—
subordinate dyads often persist over multiple periods. Future research might address
this fact and examine whether the effect of likeability varies when subordinates con-
stantly show favorable (or unfavorable) performance and whether current performance
exerts a greater influence on likeability and bias in performance evaluations than prior
performance impressions.
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