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There are multiple views in human resource management and organizational behavior concern-

ing gender differences in measures of job performance. Some researchers suggest that males 

generally are evaluated higher than females across a variety of situations that include job per-

formance measurement. At the same time, the presence of specific status cues in expectation 

states theory (EST; similar to the concept of individuating information) suggests that measures 

of job performance will be more similar than different for males and females. Previous analyses 

are unclear in their results for the measurement of the construct of job performance because 

they have included, and/or focused on, additional constructs (e.g., hiring suitability, leadership 

performance aggregated with leadership satisfaction) or have used student samples in lab 

experiments. The authors of this article conducted a meta-analysis of job performance measures 

from field studies. They found that females generally scored slightly higher than males (mean d = 

–.11, 80% credibility interval of –.33 to .12). Other analyses suggested that, although job per-

formance ratings favored females, ratings of promotion potential were higher for males. Thus, 

ratings of promotability may deserve further attention as a potential source of differential pro-

motion rates. These findings and processes are discussed within the context of EST.
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Introduction

Job performance is an important variable in the human resource management and orga-

nizational behavior literatures (e.g., Viswesvaran, Schmidt, & Ones, 2005). One important 

issue in measuring job performance is whether or not there are stable, persistent differences 

between ethnic and gender subgroups. While there are two recent meta-analyses relating 

ethnicity to job performance (McKay & McDaniel, 2006; Roth, Huffcutt, & Bobko, 2003), 

there has been no recent meta-analytic attention to gender differences in job performance 

(McKay, 2009). This is unfortunate, as there are multiple views on this issue. One such view 

is noted in an often-cited narrative review article by Nieva and Gutek (1980: 273). These 

authors suggested that there is a “fairly consistent” tendency for males to receive more favor-

able performance evaluations than females receive (see also Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 

1993; Igbaria & Baroudi, 1995; Lyness & Heilman, 2006). In turn, higher evaluations of job 

performance for males could have serious consequences in promotion decisions (Greenhaus 

& Parasuraman, 1993; Mobley, 1982) and might be a precursor of the glass-ceiling effect 

(Heilman, 2001; L. M. Shore & Thornton, 1986; T. H. Shore, 1992).

At the same time, there can be a great deal of performance-related information (i.e., per-

formance cues) available to individuals who assess job performance. Expectation states 

theory (EST) suggests that these specific cues are likely to have a much greater influence on 

measures of job performance (e.g., ratings) than do cues such as gender. Similarly, there are 

many psychological similarities between genders, as well as data supporting that view (e.g., 

Hyde, 2005). Thus, an alternative view is that assessments of male and female job perfor-

mance may be more similar than different.

Previous meta-analyses have begun to address gender differences on variables related 

to job performance, but not the measurement of job performance per se. Some meta-

analyses have focused on experimental studies of hiring recommendations (Davison & 

Burke, 2000; Olian, Schwab, & Haberfield, 1988). Others have cumulated mixes of labo-

ratory and field studies while aggregating heterogeneous outcome variables such as lead-

ership effectiveness, satisfaction with leaders, and perceived leadership ability (Eagly, 

Karau, & Makhijani, 1995; Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992). The different methods, 

samples (e.g., students vs. incumbents), dependent variables, and mixed results make it dif-

ficult to determine if, overall, males and females differ on measures of job performance in 

operational field settings.

The purpose of this article is to meta-analyze male–female differences for measures of 

job performance in field settings (e.g., supervisory ratings or measures of output).1 We do 

not address differences in salaries, an outcome of performance that has already been meta-

analyzed (Ng, Eby, Sorensen, & Feldman, 2005). Instead, we focus on determining if avail-

able evidence supports gender similarity in actual or rated levels of job performance in field 

settings.

We examine “direct” measures of job performance (Cascio, 1997). Such measures include 

supervisory ratings, measures of quantity and quality, and measures of output, rather than 

“indirect measures” such as withdrawal behaviors (e.g., absenteeism). We also added mea-

sures of promotion potential, because several primary studies contrasted this measure to 

measures of job performance.
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The Importance of Gender Differences in Job Performance

Differences between males and females, on a variety of variables including the measure-

ment of job performance, have received much attention in both the popular press (e.g., 

MacGillivray, Beecher, & Golden, 2009) and the scientific literature (e.g., Hyde, 2005; 

King, Hebl, George, & Matusik, 2010). The topic is important for several reasons. In addi-

tion to the reasons already noted, the actual relationship between gender and measures of job 

performance is important for evaluating theories. For example, a widely cited narrative 

review suggests widespread differences in ratings across gender, such that females are gener-

ally disadvantaged (Nieva & Gutek, 1980). Others have suggested that gender incongruity 

with the perceived role of managers could lead to lower ratings for female managers (e.g., 

Eagly & Karau, 2002; Schein, 2001) or that females are not perceived as positively as males 

are in terms of promotability (Lyness & Heilman, 2006).

Gender differences in measures of job performance can influence many other variables 

within organizational settings. Measured job performance differences could influence both pay 

and promotions (Robertson, 1986). Or, unjustified differences in performance measures could 

erode trust (Schoorman, Mayer, & Davis, 2007) or lead to lower levels of job satisfaction (as 

per Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 2001; see also King et al., 2010), which, in turn, 

lead to withdrawal such as lateness, absenteeism, and turnover (Harrison, Newman, & Roth, 

2006). Accurate assessment of the magnitude of any gender differences in the measurement of 

job performance is also important for the application of human resource models of selection 

test fairness (Cleary, 1968, see also Bartlett, Bobko, Mosier, & Hannan, 1978). Further, manag-

ers deal with a wide variety of demands each day (e.g., Mintzberg, 2001) and may benefit from 

guidance on where to focus their efforts at creating a fair and balanced workplace.

Previous Meta-Analyses From Related Literatures

Several different disciplines contain literature that contributes to our understanding of, 

and expectations for, gender group differences in measures of job performance. We briefly 

review key meta-analyses from the various disciplines.

Experimental studies in personnel selection. Some studies (primarily in applied psychology 

and judgment and decision making) cumulate experimental studies of hiring decisions. Olian 

et al.’s (1988) meta-analysis focused on laboratory studies of individuals making decisions or 

evaluations of hypothetical candidates (see also Davison & Burke, 2000). Olian et al. reported 

a mean d of .41 (K = 19, N = 1,842), such that males were evaluated, on average, higher than 

females for hiring-related ratings. Olian et al. also examined the effect of qualifications on 

hiring-related judgments and found that hiring qualifications accounted for approximately 

eight times as much variance in the evaluations as did their gender manipulations (more on this 

below, as we link this analysis to the concept of “individuating information”).

Leadership. Two meta-analyses in leadership focused on gender differences. The first 

meta-analysis focused primarily on laboratory studies (mainly using written or video vignettes 



722   Journal of Management / March 2012

of leaders; see Eagly et al., 1992, including their analysis of the article by Swim, Borgida, 

Maruyama, & Myers, 1989). The second leadership meta-analysis cumulated lab and field 

studies (Eagly et al., 1995). The primary studies in this analysis used objective measures of 

leader performance, including performance in laboratory studies, measures of job knowl-

edge (e.g., tacit knowledge of business), and absenteeism. Subjective measures included 

self, subordinate, and peer ratings to assess leader effectiveness, leader motivation, leader 

ability, and satisfaction with the leader (Eagly et al., 1995), although self-report measures by 

leaders and measures using subordinate reports were most prevalent (see their Table 3). 

Overall results showed a d of –.02 (K = 76).

Applied psychology and education. Bowen, Swim, and Jacobs (2000) cumulated mea-

sures of male–female differences using studies in applied psychology and education that 

reported information on covariates of the gender–performance relationship (e.g., organiza-

tional level, experience, education). The overall mean d was –.01 (K = 32, N not reported). 

Another set of analyses isolated studies in which there were no self-report measures (mean 

d = –.05, K = 22, N not reported). The authors interpreted their results as suggesting little 

overall bias for gender in performance appraisals.

In applied psychology, a large-scale empirical study (Sackett, DuBois, & Noe, 1991) 

focused on personnel selection within a single, multiple-job, nonstudent database used to 

evaluate the validity of the General Aptitude Test Battery (GATB). The researchers created 486 

firm–job combinations in which they examined male–female differences based on supervisory 

performance appraisals, and they found that males were rated higher than females (d = .07).

Limitations of previous literatures. Overall, there are a variety of reasons why it is diffi-

cult to ascertain an accurate level of gender differences in measures of job performance in 

organizational settings. First, many results may be limited by a lack of individuating informa-

tion and a lack of generalizability to actual measures of job performance in organizational set-

tings (Davison & Burke, 2000). This concern applies most clearly to the experimental 

studies using student participants in personnel selection but is also relevant to the leadership 

studies (as student samples in laboratory studies were present in both meta-analyses).

Second, some meta-analyses, particularly in the leadership literature, contain a highly 

heterogeneous set of dependent constructs or variables that includes ratings of leader perfor-

mance, leader satisfaction, job knowledge, absenteeism, and so on. Thus, it is difficult to 

isolate the gender–job performance relationship. Relatedly, many jobs may not involve 

leadership-related tasks and duties, so generalization of this literature to those other jobs is 

problematic.

Third, several sources of information in the prior analyses are of concern. For example, 

some ratings in the above analyses are self-ratings, in spite of generalized concern about 

such ratings (Farh & Dobbins, 1989; Harrison & Shaffer, 1994). Again, this concern is most 

focused on leadership studies. (In this regard, Bowen et al., 2000, note that more than 90% 

of performance appraisals in organizations are conducted by supervisors.) Further, in the 

education literature, we are concerned by use of student ratings of teachers, because such 

ratings are not generally accepted measures of job performance in human resource management 

and organizational behavior.
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Finally, the fact that managerial and professional jobs were “virtually absent from the data-

base” (Sackett et al., 1991, p. 264) from the GATB study raises concerns. Results based upon 

the inclusion of many “blue-collar” jobs (e.g., machinist) could readily be confounded by asso-

ciation of the jobs within that database with male stereotypes (see Davison & Burke, 2000).

Theoretical Perspectives and Research Hypotheses

Expectation states theory. EST provides a theoretical framework to understand gender 

differences in the measurement of job performance (see Berger, Rosenholtz, & Zelditch, 

1980; Berger, Wagner, & Zelditch, 1985; Correll & Ridgeway, 2003; Dovidio, Ellyson, & 

Keating, 1988). EST suggests that gender is one of several “diffuse” (or indirect) status cues 

that influence expectations about the knowledge, ability, or influence of a given person. 

Diffuse cues (e.g., gender or ethnicity) can be conceptually linked to performance on many 

tasks, although the links may not be as strong as with specific status cues. The diffuse cue 

of gender is generally thought to suggest that females are more artistic and literary, kinder, 

and more patient and understanding, while men are thought to be more scientific, mechani-

cal, and assertive (e.g., Berger et al., 1980; see also Eagly & Karau, 2002). This can translate 

into females initially having less status in many work situations (Berger et al., 1985). For 

example, all else equal, a female in an auto parts store may be judged to have a lower level 

of job knowledge than a male does.

Specific status cues are typically more directly related to performance expectations than 

diffuse status cues are. That is, specific cues typically have a fairly short logical chain relat-

ing them to expectations (e.g., the cue of spatial ability is directly linked to job performance 

in air traffic control), whereas diffuse expectations have longer logical chains (e.g., the cue 

of male might relate to spatial ability, which relates to job performance in air traffic control). 

When both direct and diffuse status cues are present, EST researchers note that the task-

relevant, specific cues usually substantially outweigh the diffuse cues (Dovidio et al., 1988; 

Freese & Cohen, 1973; W. Wood & Karten, 1986). To continue the above example, the 

female in the auto parts store may be judged to have superior job knowledge when one learns 

she has a master’s degree in mechanical engineering and is a certified mechanic.

Similarly, social psychologists and sociologists have used the construct of individuat-

ing information to understand judgments about gender differences in the workplace (e.g., 

Reskin, 2000; see also Eagly et al., 1992, 1995, or Olian et al., 1988). Observed perfor-

mance on the job in question (and/or job-related knowledge, skills, and abilities) could 

be a particularly powerful source of individuating information for someone assessing job 

performance. Reskin notes that individuating information can counter stereotypes, given 

the relevance of such information to many judgmental tasks (e.g., hiring decisions). This 

use of individuating information is quite similar to the role of specific cues in EST in 

that individuating information should be more closely related to performance than are 

diffuse cues. That is, individuating information may minimize the role of dynamics such 

as stereotypes.

The application of EST, and the related concept of individuating information, has several 

implications for field studies of job performance. In particular, the availability of substantial 
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amounts of actual performance information can be seen as a potentially large volume of 

important specific status cues. Thus, in field studies of job performance, one would posit 

smaller gender differences in measures of job performance (and differences might slightly 

favor females, given the material noted below). In contrast, in experimental studies on per-

formance evaluation or hiring potential, specific cues (and their variability) are often con-

trolled by keeping them constant. Thus, EST helps predict a difference in results between 

field studies of job performance assessment and experimental studies.

In sum, given the above logic using EST and the convergence with the concept of indi-

viduating information, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Gender differences on measures of job performance in field studies will tend to be 

small (e.g., d = .2 or less).

Theories of job performance. The theory of job performance by Campbell and colleagues 

(e.g., Campbell, Gasser, & Oswald, 1996; Campbell, McCloy, Oppler, & Sager, 1993; 

McCloy, Campbell, & Cudeck, 1994) suggests that three constructs are the immediate pre-

cursors of underlying or actual job performance—declarative knowledge, procedural knowl-

edge, and motivation (see also the work of Schmidt and Hunter, such as Hunter, 1983a; 

Schmidt, Hunter, & Outerbridge, 1986; Schmidt, Hunter, Outerbridge, & Goff, 1988).

Given the empirical evidence about these three precursors of job performance, there 

appears to be little that would suggest higher job performance for males across a variety of 

jobs. For example, regarding declarative job knowledge, a study of post-training measures 

of job knowledge reported ds of approximately –.50 to –.60 across several clerical jobs in a 

military organization (Dunbar & Novick, 1988). Thus, females scored higher than males. 

Given that declarative or procedural knowledge is a precursor to job performance, this sug-

gests that females might outperform males (although this is only one study).

There also appears to be little reason to posit gender differences in underlying or mea-

sured job performance due to motivation. In terms of trait motivation, differences between 

males and females on personality factors are relatively small. For example, Hough, Oswald, 

and Ployhart (2001) report a d of .06 for achievement motivation (see also Hyde, 2005). 

Similarly, there are few reported sizeable differences on other personality factors that might 

influence job performance to the advantage of males (e.g., Hough et al. report ds of .09 for 

extraversion, –.08 for overall conscientiousness, –.22 for dependability, .24 for adjustment, 

and –.39 for agreeableness; Ns were more than 20,000 in all cases). Similarly, overall cognitive 

ability differences were generally minimal for males versus females (Hough et al., 2001).

Thus, females tend to score higher on the job knowledge variables and fairly similarly, on 

average, on other variables, such as trait motivation, personality, and cognitive ability. So, 

available data on precursors of job performance suggest that females might perform better 

than males on the job. Conversely, it also appears there is no reason to generally attribute 

higher underlying performance to males across a variety of jobs.

Promotability. In contrast to job performance ratings, promotability ratings are expected 

to favor males for a number of reasons. For example, females can receive less credit for their 

contributions (Hielman & Haynes, 2005). Likewise, female managers or leaders may have 
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to deal with more negative attitudes and may find that they have less access to leadership 

positions (e.g., see the review of role congruity theory by Eagly & Karau, 2002; see also 

Eagly et al., 1995).

EST suggests that promotion decisions may be more open to the influence of diffuse 

status cues because the process of considering the predicted level of performance in a higher 

level job involves more judgmental uncertainty than does the process of rating the actual 

performance of an incumbent in a given job. So, promotion decisions, by their nature, often 

do not allow decision makers maximal access to performance information (because most 

candidates have not done the job in question), thereby creating more opportunities for 

increased weight to diffuse cues.

Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: Males will score higher than females on promotability ratings.

Moderators. We also examined several moderators with exploratory analyses. For exam-

ple, we coded time (i.e., date of study) to see if gender differences were relatively stable 

across decades due to factors such as the influence of specific cues (as per EST) or if ds 

changed across decades, as might be suggested by the potentially weakening of stereotypes 

or other related mechanisms (Nieva & Gutek, 1980). We also examined other potential mod-

erators such as the purpose of ratings (as per Landy & Farr, 1980) to see if ratings for admin-

istrative purposes were associated with d values less than ratings made for research purposes 

(e.g., Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989). We also conducted similar analyses for job complexity and 

publication status (published vs. nonpublished documents).

Method

Literature Search

We searched databases for articles that reported data on measures of job performance effect 

size and gender. We searched PsycINFO (from the American Psychological Association), 

Business Source Premier, General Business File, Educational Resources Information Center 

(also known as ERIC), and Dissertation Abstracts International. We also checked the refer-

ence lists of previous analyses that focused on field data (e.g., Bowen et al., 2000). Finally, 

we wrote to researchers active in the area both for the availability of additional studies and 

to clear up any questions or get more detailed information.

Inclusion Criteria

There were four criteria necessary for studies to be included in our meta-analysis. First, 

studies must have reported measures of job performance (e.g., ratings, measures of output). 

As noted earlier, we did not include studies of salary (e.g., Ng et al., 2005) because we 

viewed salary as an outcome related to the assessment of job performance.
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Second, ratings must have been completed by supervisors or peers. Thus, we did not include 

studies using self-report measures of job performance (e.g., Jagacinski, 1987), nor did we 

include student reports of teacher performance (as done by Bowen et al., 2000).

Third, participants being assessed must have been job incumbents. Studies asking stu-

dents to rate paper or videotaped people were not included (as per studies in Davison & 

Burke, 2000; Olian et al., 1988).

Fourth, we paid careful attention to data dependence. We computed unit-weighted com-

posites of performance when multiple correlations were present (e.g., Ployhart, Wiechman, 

Schmitt, Sacco, & Rogg, 2003). We also monitored data in order to avoid double counting 

similar or overlapping data sets published in different journals (see J. Wood’s [2008] discussion 

of this issue). For example, we coded only one effect size for each of the following pairs of 

articles (e.g., Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1993; Greenhaus, Parasuraman, & Wormley 1990; 

Pulakos & Wexley, 1983; Wexley & Pulakos, 1982). However, we did allow articles with 

multiple independent data sets to contribute multiple coefficients to our analyses (e.g., Arvey, 

Miller, Gould, & Burch, 1987; Saad & Sackett, 2002).

Coding

The first two authors, one male and one female, individually coded the data from each 

study. Measures of interrater agreement on the initial codes (correlation coefficients and 

percentage agreement) are reported below. Following the individual coding, the two coders 

met to resolve any discrepancies via consensus.

A number of variables were coded in addition to the sample size and the standardized 

gender group difference (respectively, interrater r = .99 and r = 1.00). 2 Coders first coded 

the nature of the measure (subjective vs. objective; 100%) and purpose of the measure 

(administrative, research, counseling, not sure; 96%). Second, the area of job performance 

was noted (e.g., rating of performance, output, quality or complaints, promotability; 100%). 

Job complexity was also coded using Hunter’s (1983b) codes: low (e.g., mail sorter), low-

medium (e.g., truck driver), medium (e.g., skilled crafts), medium-high (e.g., computer 

troubleshooter), or high (e.g., executives, scientists; r = .92). Finally, the date and publication 

status of the source was recorded (e.g., refereed journal, thesis or dissertation, etc.; 100%). 

We searched for the dates that data were gathered but found little such information, so we used 

date of publication for this variable when actual data collection dates were not available.

Analyses

We used the Hunter-Schmidt approach to meta-analysis (Hunder & Schmidt, 2004). 

Calculations were conducted with the Schmidt-Le program (version 1.1; Schmidt & Le, 

2004). We corrected the effect sizes for unreliability in the measure of job performance. This 

generally involved the use of internal consistency measures of reliability from the perfor-

mance data in our studies because there were only two studies that reported interrater reli-

abilities of ratings. Hunter and Schmidt state that using internal consistency measures of 
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reliability is generally expected to produce a conservative correction of effect sizes. For some 

of our ancillary analyses, we used the reliability value of .6 for measures of promotability. 

We adopted this value from previous literature (e.g., McKay & McDaniel, 2006; Roth et al., 

2003). This value is also similar to the reliability of supervisor ratings of leadership ability 

(r = .53, K = 10, N = 2,171) in the meta-analysis by Viswesvaran, Ones, and Schmidt (1996).

Results

Overall Results

The results for male versus female differences for measures of job performance are 

reported in Table 1. Our overall analyses include studies using performance ratings and 

measures of output (e.g., sales volume), although only three studies in this analysis con-

tained objective measures of performance.3 We do not include our measures of promotion 

potential in these overall analyses, as they are noted separately in the table.

The overall analysis of job performance measures resulted in a mean corrected d of –.11 

(K = 61, N = 45,733). This suggests that females, on average, were rated as performing 

somewhat better than males in operational field settings. The 80% credibility interval ranged 

from –.33 to .12. This suggests that there is substantial variation in estimated population 

values and that in some cases males perform better (positive values) and that in a somewhat 

Table 1

Meta-Analysis of Gender Differences for Measures of Overall  

Job Performance and Promotability

Analysis Mean d Corrected d K  N Var. 80% CRI % Art.

Overall job performance –.10 –.11 61 45,733 .030 –.33 to .12 17

Objective vs. subjective  

 measures

Supervisory ratings –.13 –.14 50 36,896 .014 –.29 to .01 31

Objective measures –.02 –.02  4  4,744 .015 –.18 to .14 20

Objective: no large sample –.11 –.12  3  1,426 .040 –.37 to .14 20

Promotability ratings

Promotability  .10  .11  8  4,550 .038 –.14 to .36 18

Matching studies 

promotability

 .11  .12  6  4,307 .035 –.12 to .36 15

Matching studies 

performance

–.09 –.09  6  4,309 .001  –.12 to –.07 93

Manager studies

Managers –.14 –.15  8  7,555 .004  –.23 to –.07 55

Managers: no large samples –.08 –.09  6  1,961 .005  –.18 to .002 74

Note: Mean d is the observed d across studies, corrected d is corrected for measurement reliability in job perfor-
mance, K is the number of coefficients, N is the number of participants, Var. is the variance of the estimate of the 
corrected d, CRI is an 80% credibility interval, and % Art. is the percentage of variance due to the artifacts of 
sampling error and measurement unreliability. We also removed police and military studies from these analyses, 
given their somewhat different pattern of results from other studies (details available from the first author).
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greater proportion of cases females perform better (negative values). In general, the data show 

substantial gender similarity in mean levels of overall job performance.

Overall, the data support our hypothesis (Hypothesis 1) of relatively small differences in 

measures of operational job performance (and if there are differences, as indicated by the 

range in credibility values, females generally have slightly higher average ratings or output). 

The exclusion of large samples does not substantially change the mean estimates.4

We also report results of supervisory or subjective ratings versus objective measures 

(again, see Table 1). Results for supervisory ratings indicate that d = –.14 (K = 50, N = 

36,896), with a credibility interval of –.29 to .01. Objective measures are associated with 

d = –.02 (K = 4, N = 4,744). Results change somewhat when a large sample is deleted, to 

d = –.12 (K = 3, N = 1,426). We interpret the latter values with caution because the number 

of studies and sample sizes are small. Results for objective measures paint a reasonably 

consistent picture with performance ratings in which gender differences were small 

(although females score slightly higher on average). Thus, there is some convergence 

across different types of measures.

Promotability. Several studies reported measures of promotability (e.g., Harris, Kacmar, 

& Carlson, 2006). As noted in Table 1, the corrected mean d was .11 (K = 8, N = 4,550). 

Thus, on average, males scored somewhat higher than females on measures of promotability, 

although the credibility interval was again wide. Interestingly, a subset of six studies also 

reported measures of performance on the current job (Ns differ slightly on these analyses 

due to missing data in one primary study). Results show a mean d of –.09 for job perfor-

mance (K = 6, N = 4,309) such that female performance was slightly higher, while at the 

same time the mean d for ratings of promotability was .12 (K = 6, N = 4,307). Below, 

we return to this unique finding and analysis (directly comparing the promotability d to 

the performance d).

We also report results for job performance for manager samples separately, given past 

attention to this type of job (Eagly et al., 1992; see also Eagly & Karau, 2002, or Schein, 

2001). In the bottom panel of Table 1, we also report a mean corrected d of –.15 (K = 8, 

N = 7,555) for all managerial samples, and we note that the credibility interval does not 

include zero. The mean d is –.09 (K = 6, N = 1,961) after removing one large sample, and 

the credibility interval does include zero. Thus, point estimates of gender group differences 

(i.e., mean ds) suggest more similarity than difference, although sample sizes are small. 

Additionally, consistent with our overall analyses, the tendency is that for nonzero values the 

female average is greater than the male average. We also note that these jobs were more 

representative of middle management positions than of upper management positions.

Moderators

Before examining some of our other moderators, we examined the type of organization 

associated with the data (see Table 2), based on strong statements in previous meta-analyses. 

Specifically, Eagly et al. (1995) suggested that “military organizations deviated strongly from 

all other classes of studies” (p. 135; see p. 138 for further cautions).
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In our database, industrial samples were associated with a mean corrected d of  –.12 (K = 

41, N = 36,326), variance was .013, and the credibility interval ranged from –.27 to .02. 

Similarly, public-sector and educational jobs were associated with a mean corrected d of –.20 

(K = 7, N = 769) and a variance of .019 when a large sample was removed. In contrast, mili-

tary and police jobs were associated with a mean corrected d of .00 (K = 12, N = 8,260) and 

a mean corrected d of .07 (K = 11, N = 5,271) when one large sample was removed. Variability 

was relatively high (variance was .086, or .123 when the large sample was removed), approx-

imately 3.5 to 10 times as much variance as in other studies. Overall, military studies may 

have a different pattern of means and variances than do other job categories.

Table 2 also presents our results for date of publication. We grouped studies into three 

time periods that were approximately equal in terms of the number of studies. Studies from 

Table 2

Meta-Analysis of Time, Publication Status, Job Complexity,  

and Purpose of Data Gathering 

Analysis Mean d Corrected d K N Var. 80% CRI % Art.

Type of organization

Industrial –.12 –.12 41 36,326 .013 –.27 to .02  29

Public sector and educational –.31 –.33  8  1,147 .045  –.61 to –.07  42

Public sector: no large sample –.19 –.20  7   769 .019  –.38 to –.02  68

Military/police  .00  .00 12  8,260 .086 –.37 to .37   7

Military/police: no large sample  .06  .07 11  5,276 .123 –.38 to .51   7

Date of publication

1969-1988 –.14 –.15 18 24,231 .007  –.25 to –.04  34

1969-1988: no large samples –.18 –.19 16  7,675 .011  –.33 to –.06  46

1989-2001 –.11 –.12 14  3,315 .031 –.34 to .10  39

1989-2001: no large samples –.14 –.15 13  2,521 .039  –.45 to –.01  49

2002-2009 –.05 –.05 29 18,187 .055 –.36 to .25  11

2002-2009: no large samples –.03 –.03 27 12,259 .075 –.38 to .32  12

Publication status

Journal –.10 –.11 44 26,843 .041 –.37 to .15  15

Not published –.11 –.12 17 18,872 .012 –.26 to .02  26

Not published: no large samples –.08 –.09 15  2,316 .071 –.43 to .25  30

Job complexity

Low and low-medium complexity –.07 –.07 29 19,404 .049 –.36 to .22  12

Medium complexity –.12 –.13 14 15,645 .014 –.28 to .02  23

Medium-high complexity –.13 –.13  9  8,841 .003  –.20 to –.07  64

Medium-high complexity: no large  

 samples

–.06 –.07  7  3,247 .000  –.07 to –.07 100

Purpose of performance measure

Administrative –.06 –.07 12  7,341 .024 –.27 to .13  23

Administrative: no large samples –.13 –.14 11  4,023 .034 –.38 to .10  27

Research –.10 –.11 43 35,411 .031 –.33 to .12  15

Research: no large samples –.07 –.08 39 13,434 .077 –.43 to .28  15

Note: Mean d is the observed d across studies, corrected d is corrected for measurement reliability in job perfor-
mance, K is the number of coefficients, N is the number of participants, Var. is the variance of the estimate of the 
corrected d, CRI is an 80% credibility interval, and % Art. is the percentage of variance due to the artifacts of 
sampling error and measurement unreliability.
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1969 to 1989 were associated with a mean corrected d = –.15. The mean d for the period 

from 1989 to 2001 was –.12, while the mean d for studies from 2002 to 2009 was –.05. Thus, 

there is some evidence that male and female differences in performance evaluations may be 

decreasing, although credibility intervals do overlap. A similar pattern was obtained across 

the three time periods when large samples were removed. A reviewer suggested that this 

pattern of results might be consistent with an increasing number of capable females entering 

the workforce as time passed.

Results in Table 2 suggest little in the way of moderation for publication status. The cor-

rected mean d for data from journals is –.11, while the mean d associated with unpublished 

sources (i.e., dissertations, theses, and convention presentations) is –.12.

There is no clear trend regarding the moderator of job complexity (again, see Table 2). 

Lower complexity jobs were associated with a mean corrected d of –.07. Medium complex-

ity jobs and medium-high complexity jobs were both associated with a corrected d of –.13 

(and removing two large medium-high complexity samples resulted in a d of –.07).

Results in Table 2 also do not suggest a clear pattern of moderation for administrative 

versus research measures of performance. Administrative performance differences are 

associated with a mean d of –.07, while research measures are associated with a mean 

d of –.11. However, the pattern reverses itself when large samples are removed. For pub-

lication status, job complexity, and research purpose moderators, the credibility intervals 

overlap considerably.

Discussion

There are multiple views in the literature regarding the magnitude (and direction) of gen-

der differences in organizational measures of job performance. Some research suggests that 

males may, on average, receive higher performance ratings than females receive (e.g., Nieva 

& Gutek, 1980, as well as Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1993). Yet, EST suggests that specific 

status cues regarding job-relevant information (which can also be conceptualized as indi-

viduating information) can be more important than diffuse status cues in judgments of job 

performance. Further, the gender similarities hypothesis (Hyde, 2005) stresses the lack of 

differences on many psychological individual difference variables that act as theoretical 

antecedents of job performance.

Overall analyses. We conducted a meta-analysis to investigate gender-based differences 

on measures of job performance in field studies. In contrast to some previous suggestions 

(e.g., Nieva & Gutek, 1980), we found that mean gender differences in measures of job 

performance were generally what one might consider small (i.e., standardized differences 

smaller than approximately .20 in magnitude; cf. Murphy & Myors, 2004, for a discussion 

of effect sizes). That is, mean performance levels for males and females are generally more 

similar than different. If anything, on average, females tended to slightly outscore males. 

Thus, consistent with EST, data from our meta-analysis support gender similarity for the 

variable of job performance. 
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To our knowledge, the current analyses are the most extensive and clearest meta-analytic 

estimates of gender differences available when on-the-job performance is the focal construct. 

That is, other meta-analyses examined constructs such as hiring suitability in laboratory stud-

ies (e.g., the overall mean d of .41 from Olian et al., 1988). Another meta-analysis focused 

on the construct of leader performance rather than job performance (Eagly et al., 1995). This 

latter study also aggregated across laboratory studies, field studies, and a heterogeneous mix 

of dependent measures (e.g., performance ratings by others, performance ratings by self, 

satisfaction with the leader, etc.). Thus, we conducted our analysis to provide a clearer pic-

ture of gender differences on the construct of operational job performance.

Our results are also different from those of Sackett et al.’s (1991) large primary study in 

which d = .07 (for many blue-collar jobs).5 Our more generalizable, meta-analytic difference 

of –.11 is in a different direction (i.e., has a different sign), suggesting that if there is a dif-

ference in performance, females generally receive higher performance ratings and/or per-

form higher. Further, our study cumulates results across approximately 60 samples from a 

variety of types of jobs and samples.

Also, given that many of our meta-analytic ds were negative, it appears that using perfor-

mance ratings as a complete or partial predictor of future organizational behavior is unlikely 

to lead to adverse impact for females (i.e., hiring a smaller proportion of women) in many 

jobs. However, this may not necessarily be the case for some jobs with a male stereotype 

(Davison & Burke, 2000).

Overall, our data suggest that males’ and females’ mean measured levels of job perfor-

mance are highly similar, and if there is a difference, females have a slight advantage. Thus, 

Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Promotion potential analyses. Our analyses of promotion potential suggest that females 

are rated lower than males. That is, for the six matched studies, females had slightly better 

current job performance ratings than did males (d = –.09) but at the same time had slightly 

lower promotability ratings (d = .12). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Taken together, our contrasting results for Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 are interest-

ing. First, we note that these results are consistent with EST; that is, specific cues (indi-

viduating information) are more readily available when rating current performance, but 

when rating promotion potential, the lack of specific information gives diffuse cues rela-

tively more room to operate. These results could also be interpreted as supportive of the 

notion in role congruity theory that posits that females may have less access to higher level 

jobs via the promotion process (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Our empirical results could also be 

seen as consistent with the lack-of-fit model (Heilman, 1983; Lyness & Heilman, 2006) and 

concerns that females are perceived by managers as having more work–life conflict 

(Hoobler, Wayne, & Lemmon, 2009). Again, the increased ambiguity for predicting perfor-

mance on a new job may be associated with increased use of stereotypes or diffuse cues 

versus ratings of performance on an existing job (see also Eagly et al., 1995). We urge 

substantial future research targeted at this finding. We suggest that the dynamic of greater 

ambiguity of predicting future job performance may also occur during the personnel hiring 

or selection process (more on this below).
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Regarding the concept of gender bias, the number of negative (and near-zero) meta-analytic 

ds suggests that relatively straightforward theoretical views (i.e., bias overpowers qualifica-

tions) do not necessarily apply to the assessment of current, operational job performance. 

Similarly, although our managerial sample was small, female managers were not rated lower 

on performance than male managers. Thus, our job performance results are not generally 

supportive of role incongruity theories for the variable of job performance (as per Eagly & 

Karau, 2002), although we note that our managers were more middle-level managers than 

upper-level managers. Again, a theoretical explanation for our findings is that specific status 

cues (i.e., job-related information) are present when supervisors rate subordinates. Other 

individuals might call this individuating information (e.g., Eagly et al., 1995; Eagly et al., 

1992; Reskin, 2000).

Our results do not directly address more complex and subtle theories, such as double 

standards in which (a) there are higher standards invoked for lower status individuals to get 

a high evaluation (i.e., relatively easier standards are used for higher status individuals to get 

a high evaluation) and (b) at the same time, lower standards are invoked for lower status 

individuals when giving evaluations of minimal competence (i.e., relatively harder standards 

are used for higher status individuals to be deemed minimally competent; Biernat & Manis, 

1994; see also Maurer & Taylor, 1994). Such theories deserve more theoretical and empirical 

attention. Similarly, the delineation of staff versus line jobs (and associated beliefs and ste-

reotypes) may also be an important distinction in understanding performance assessment and 

bias (e.g., Lyness & Heilman, 2006).

A reviewer also suggested the possibility of bias against females despite the reported 

similar job performance ratings. That is, females have some noted advantages in precursors 

of job performance, yet the ds for job performance ratings are close to zero. In particular, we 

noted that females tend to score higher in a series of samples on measures of declarative job 

knowledge in one military study and that females, on average, have many similar levels of 

job-related personality traits. Further, females tend to have higher levels of social skills, as 

assessed by self-report measures of samples of college students. Studies by Riggio and col-

leagues (e.g., Riggio, 1986; Riggio, Tucker, & Coffaro, 1989) report ds of –.23 and –.46 in 

two samples. Some meta-analytic work suggests the advantage by females is even higher in 

terms of “reading” nonverbal social information, as ds sometimes approach –1.0 when a wide 

variety of verbal and nonverbal information is available to individuals interpreting social 

skills (Hall, 1978; see also Hall, Carter, & Horgan, 2000). In sum, the reviewer noted that, 

although ds are relatively small in magnitude, bias might exist against females because the 

bias decreases ds to their current levels that ought to be higher given trends in antecedents 

of job performance.

We suggest future research on this complex interplay of variables. Such research could 

lead to important insights, although it would likely require a well-specified model of job 

performance for a given job. Such models would require substantial care, as a complex array 

of gender-related abilities might be related to job performance (e.g., spatial ability, muscular 

endurance, agreeableness or dependability; cf. Hough et al., 2001). And researchers should note 

that job performance ds will not necessarily be as large as precursor ds because of regression 

effects (however, to the extent that precursor ds are positive, one could expect that job per-

formance ds are also positive). Further, one would need to attend to the intercorrelations of 
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abilities to carefully investigate how the antecedents of performance and bias would work in 

concert to influence measures of job performance.

Limitations

All research efforts have limitations, and we note several. First, although our meta-

analytic sample size was K = 61 studies (for performance ratings and measures of output), 

use of moderator analyses led to relatively small numbers of coefficients (K) for some 

analyses (e.g., promotability).

Second, similar to other researchers (Sackett et al., 1991), we could not readily analyze 

subdimensions of performance. While we looked for this information, it was generally not 

possible to accurately analyze particular parts of the task performance domain (e.g., interact-

ing with others vs. technical performance).

Third, we did not have access to “true scores” for job performance. Nor were we able to 

find studies such that all factors other than gender were controlled. Thus, given our desire to 

focus on field studies, we did not directly address ratings bias (as might be possible in the 

laboratory).

Future Research

We suggest that future research address different dimensions of job performance. One 

approach is to use the gender roles perspective to make predictions about performance differ-

ences. This perspective suggests that females are more likely to learn to deal with the world 

in a social or communal way. Males may have a more agentic approach that emphasizes more 

task-oriented behaviors (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). These emphases may give rise 

to different gender-related skills and different levels of performance on factors such as inter-

personal tasks versus technical tasks—which might vary in emphasis across different jobs.

In particular, research might pursue gender differences within work sample measures of 

job performance. Work samples, as measures of job performance, have the advantage of 

being more standardized in terms of opportunities for observation and scoring than are many 

supervisory ratings of job performance. They can also be designed to focus on particular 

skill sets, so they could foster a more construct-oriented approach to examining gender per-

formance differences. Unfortunately, we found no work samples that were conceptualized as 

measures of job performance in our gender-based literature search. Similar work might also 

be applied to assessment centers, and “head-to-head” tests of gender group differences on 

work samples, assessment centers, ratings of job performance, and ratings of promotability 

could be conducted.

We also suggest more study of measures of promotion potential. Again, we found only 

eight such studies. Researchers might also pursue meta-analyses of withdrawal behaviors 

(e.g., lateness, absenteeism, turnover).

We also encourage work on extra-role behavior or organizational citizenship behaviors 

(OCBs; Borman, White, Pulakos, & Oppler, 1991; Vey & Campbell, 2004). Future research 
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could focus on issues such as the context or situation and on the expectations of those 

evaluating performance. For example, various dimensions of OCBs might be expected more 

for men or women (e.g., altruism and courtesy dimensions are considered “in role” behavior 

more for women than for men; cf. Kidder & McLean-Parks, 2001). Likewise, it is possible 

that withholding altruistic behavior may be more harmful to evaluations of women than of 

men (Heilman & Chan, 2005).

We also suggest continuing research into gender differences in hiring. Theoretically, hir-

ing might be viewed as similar to the promotion process. That is, the prediction of future 

performance might allow more diffuse status cues to influence pre-employment-related 

judgments because there can be less individuating information related to the quality of the 

applicants. While there has been substantial work on gender differences on objective tests of 

variables such as cognitive ability (e.g., Hough et al., 2001), there is less research on more 

subjective predictors of job performance such as application blanks, interviews, ratings in 

work sample tests, and so on. Again, we suggest such work use field samples of job appli-

cants whenever possible.

It would also be useful to conduct more research on multiple, potentially interacting, 

demographic variables. For example, as implied by a reviewer, it would be interesting to 

investigate if gender and ethnicity combine to influence performance assessments. Similarly, 

the joint role of age and gender, or age and ethnicity, on job performance might reveal how 

diffuse status cues interrelate to stereotypes. Such research designs could be used to study 

other dependent variables such as hiring, promotion, and salary.

Finally, we suggest research into gender differences in political skills. One researcher 

found that although females performed better on the job than males did, the females were 

rated as having less influence and less centrality to the dominant coalition of key decision 

makers (Brass, 1985). This could limit or influence perceptions of promotion potential. 

Other researchers have suggested that females may have lower levels of organizational 

political skills, thereby reducing the opportunity to interact with key decision makers and 

decreasing their chances of promotion (Ferris, Frink, Galang, Zhou, & Howard, 1996; Perrewe 

& Nelson, 2004).

In sum, we conducted a meta-analysis of gender differences in job performance in field 

studies. Our findings are generally consistent with predictions of small differences. Females 

scored slightly higher than males, although credibility intervals often included zero. On the 

other hand, ratings of promotion potential tended to favor males. Thus, we suggest that rat-

ings of promotability deserve further research attention, that results are consistent with EST, 

and that future research should consider more complex models regarding any gender bias 

and job performance differences. We look forward to the knowledge and continued insights 

that such research will bring.

Notes

1. We used the d statistic (i.e., a standardized, mean gender group difference) to provide an index of group dif-

ferences. The numerator of the d statistic is the mean male rating minus the mean female rating. The denominator is 

the pooled or averaged value of the male and female group standard deviations. Thus, a d of –.25 would indicate that 

the mean male score is one quarter of an averaged standard deviation lower than the mean female score.
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2. There was one influential case in coding effect sizes in which one coder mistakenly reversed the sign on the 

effect size. We trimmed this case (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001) from our analyses of agreement. Interrater agreement 

was .59 with the case and 1.00 without the case.

3. One study reported both an objective and a subjective measure of job performance. We used the subjective 

measure in overall analyses, given its similarity to most other measures of job performance in this analysis.

4. There were several large samples (N > 2,000) that might have influenced results in this analysis (and through-

out the rest of the article). In the text, we generally discuss results for all samples unless the large samples have a 

marked influence on results.

5. We were unable to incorporate Sackett, Dubois, and Noe’s (1991) data into our analysis, given the summary 

form (e.g., frequency distribution) in which it was reported.
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