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Preface

In today’s world, we constantly navigate selection and screening processes that shape our opportunities in life—whether securing a bank loan, gaining acceptance to a training or educational program, landing a job, or launching a business. I did too. And I am deeply grateful to institutions like the European Union educational scholarship, Lancaster University in the United Kingdom, La Caixa Foundation in Spain, Stanford University, the Wharton School (UPenn), and MIT Sloan, among many, for their opportunities to help me advance and build a successful career. Without their support, I would not be where I am today. A sequence of selection processes and outcomes ultimately led me to my current role as a faculty member at MIT.

Similarly, this book underwent its own rigorous selection process before Columbia University Press chose it for publication. Once I had a strong book prospectus and a few chapters ready, I started to carefully consider which publishers would be the best fit for a book like this. After researching their missions, editorial teams, and back catalogs, I narrowed my choices down to three leading publishers in the social sciences. To have a “fair chance,” I did my homework in following their websites’ submission guidelines closely when putting together the required materials.

In full disclosure, I approached all three publishers simultaneously, submitting the same materials with the same level of enthusiasm. Each of them advertises proudly that their publication review process relies on rigorous peer review. And this was an important factor for me: I wanted my manuscript to be reviewed by experts in the field who were best positioned to constructively assess and help me improve the work. I did not hire an agent or third party to represent me or my work. Nor was I even interested in having publishers “bid” for the book. I simply wanted the book to be evaluated on its merits.

Through my research, I was already familiar with the challenges organizations face today in maintaining fair, meritocratic, and effective organizational processes. Unsurprisingly, I found that the world of publishing is also vulnerable to potential inefficiencies and inconsistencies when evaluating manuscripts. My experiences with the three publishers varied greatly. One editor (editor 1) promptly expressed great interest in the book and asked for the prospectus. Upon receiving it, the editor wrote back briefly to say: “Many thanks for sending the proposal. It’s a great topic and having read the proposal just now, it looks terrific.. . . I’d love to send it out for review.” I wrote back, “Go for it, please.” And I never heard back from them.

The second press never responded to my initial or follow-up email inquiries. Following the instructions on its website, I patiently waited for several weeks for an editor to consider my submission. Eventually, I received a stock response saying: “We are grateful to receive a high volume of submissions.. . . If you do not receive a response from a member of our editorial team within this time frame, we encourage you to pursue other publishing opportunities for your work.” After a third email attempt, one editor (editor 2) provided a more personalized rejection, writing, “It’s a great topic, for sure, and I think the structure of the book makes good sense.. . . But I’m not sure that it’s quite right for my list here, so I’m going to pass.” The editor wished me good luck “in finding a good home,” adding, “I am certain there are other top presses that will be interested.” That was encouraging.

The third press, Columbia University Press, handled the process differently. From the outset, it was clear that this press had a structured and diligent process for evaluating book prospects. Of the three publishers, Columbia University Press was the most responsive and transparent in outlining its process. The editorial director, Eric Schwartz, not only expressed interest in the book but also clearly explained the steps that he and the press would follow to determine whether or not to move forward with the project. These steps included selecting a panel of expert reviewers, gathering their detailed feedback and publication recommendations, and convening an evaluation committee to assess the external reviews and the manuscript itself before making a decision. This structured process stood in contrast to the more opaque approaches taken by the other two publishers, where decisions appeared to rely on individual discretion (this is speculation, given my limited information about the process though); such as editor 2’s reasoning, “I am not sure that it’s quite right for my list.” Two of these editors never shared any reviews they may have received of the manuscript.

I am going to leave it up to you to decide which editor made the best, most meritorious decision. You now hold this book in your hands, and I hope its insights will help you critically assess and improve how you and your organization make talent management decisions.

The core mission of The Meritocracy Paradox is to help readers understand why well-intentioned organizational processes and practices aimed at advancing and rewarding the best talent often fall short—and, crucially, how to fix them. This book is for leaders, researchers, and professionals who are committed to fostering truly meritocratic and equitable workplaces, where individuals are given equal opportunities to thrive, regardless of their demographics or personal backgrounds. It is for anyone dedicated to improving workplaces and organizations where all can work and succeed. And it arrives at a moment when merit, once again, is the “word of the moment.”1

I look forward to learning how you take the warnings and the frameworks of this book to the next level—whether in research, for scholars interested in further investigating the challenges of meritocracy, equity, and diversity inside organizations, or in practice, for professionals and leaders striving to build more effective and fair talent management systems within their organizations. More than anything, I hope this book encourages organizational leaders and professionals to foster organizations that offer great educational and professional opportunities to all. That, in essence, is the true meritocratic aspiration behind my work.

 

For the past twenty years of my academic career, I have studied real-world examples of merit-driven and talent-based organizational processes, as well as related individual and social factors influencing who gets access to education, training opportunities, and ultimately good jobs with good companies. Some friends and colleagues would likely argue that I was doing so even earlier when I decided to emigrate to the United States, leaving loving parents and siblings behind in Spain with the goal of pursuing my American dream in a country that has historically cared more about intelligence, ability, and effort than about who your parents are, where they came from, or what their position in society is. Drawn to the alluring melting pot of the United States, I was excited to join Stanford University and Silicon Valley in the mid-1990s—a place often referred to as the Land of Meritocracy, even the Capital of Meritocracy. Little did I know my experiences there would become the motivation for decades of subsequent research.

I became the type of social scientist who loves getting inside real businesses and institutions to investigate how organizational processes affect employment and education outcomes in organizations and labor markets. I then produced, together with amazing collaborators, research articles for top journals in our field. Such articles take a long time to get done and published. They go through rigorous scrutiny because top peer-reviewed journals strive to publish novel and empirically rigorous work that advances our knowledge in the social sciences. Such studies are and must be purely scientific—which is why our opinions, ideologies, values, or aspects of our personal lives do not appear in them. They are erased from the review process—they are subjective and don’t contribute to the scientific method. The same often applies to business leaders and professionals, who are expected to keep their personal beliefs separate from their professional lives and get work done for the benefit of their organizations and businesses.

But, just as with speeches and presentations, prefaces and acknowledgments can give academics some freedom to show a warmer and more human side. In this preface, I am going to tell you how I came to write this book, while describing the contexts in which my academic and professional adventures have taken place. My hope is that my personal story can stimulate students and professionals who are currently trying to advance not only their own careers but also the careers and lives of others.

As an economist and sociologist, I am interested in combining the two disciplines to study phenomena in business and the public interest. In general, my work aims to study the effects of social and organizational factors—such as social networks, personal relationships, demographics, hiring and performance evaluation processes—and the role of individuals in charge of making employment-related decisions within organizations and businesses. As a researcher at MIT Sloan, I dedicate myself full-time to the world of research and teaching while providing, when possible, advice on economic, business, and social issues. It is a privilege to be surrounded by bright, innovative, entrepreneurial faculty, staff, and students. This environment also comes with huge responsibilities.

However, I can’t honestly claim that being a professor at MIT was a dream come true for me. I had never dreamed of such a career in my earlier life. When I started college, I had no plans other than graduating and getting a good job, like most. In fact, I was among the first in my family to complete college; that was already a huge achievement. I never expected that I would get a scholarship from the European Union to study abroad during my undergraduate education, let alone get the opportunity to pursue a PhD in a prestigious university thousands of miles away. Why would a kid born in the suburbs of Barcelona ever want to leave home to pursue a doctoral program abroad? Back then, I did not even know much about what professors do or how to become one. And once I began to understand the landscape of academia, the probability that someone like me would become a professor seemed unthinkable, unaffordable, and unattainable. I didn’t even know, when I was a child, that there was a university like Stanford—where I ultimately got my PhD—or that there were business schools like Wharton or MIT Sloan, where I could be a researcher and a professor encouraging hundreds of students each year to pursue their professional dreams. The reality is that when I was growing up, dreaming was discouraged. There were too many other serious concerns affecting families, like paying the mortgage and bills, raising kids, and taking care of loved ones.

Even though my elementary and high school teachers wanted us to get a good education and have a successful career, none would have imagined that one of their students, a very shy one, would become a full professor in the social sciences or write a book such as this. I grew up in a satellite town along the Barcelona metropolitan belt, Santa Coloma de Gramanet, “Santako.” Coming from a working-class family, I always attended public primary and secondary schools. I then went to a crowded public University of Barcelona with old classrooms; it was a place where there was little enthusiasm and motivation for learning and teaching in general.

My story, however, is not unique. It is similar to the story of other colleagues and friends who currently teach at the best institutions in the world. Many are also leading organizations and businesses. Many of us were born and raised in humble homes without resources to spare, without any type of social privilege. But our homes were undoubtedly rich and generous in values and principles such as respect, solidarity, honesty, loyalty, responsibility, and hope. They were homes that invested in their children’s education so that they might have better lives than their ancestors and help create a better world.

I still remember the enthusiasm with which I started college at the University of Barcelona while living at my parents’ apartment in Santako. How eager I was to experience learning and research at the university. I studied very hard during high school because I was determined to learn and have a good professional career. I came to believe that it was important to get excellent grades and to obtain outstanding scores in the standardized tests then (and still) used to determine who would gain access to excellent educational and employment opportunities. Studying hard was fully under my control.

I could have pursued any career I wanted because my high school grades and standardized test scores were extremely high. I could have gone into medicine, law, engineering, or any other field. I note this humbly to make the point that I was indeed highly motivated to work hard and get good grades in high school to secure a spot in a good college and get a good education. I did not want to be an obrero (a manual laborer) because I knew that was an extremely hard life to live.

I agonized for months over which university and major to go into. At the time (still true to a certain extent), we had to decide our university major at the age of seventeen, which felt like a humongous decision.2 Millions of graduating high school students face similar decisions every year. Ultimately, I decided to list the School of Economics and Business at the University of Barcelona as my number one choice. This school has a long tradition of having trained many of the best economists in Spain. It has always been large; today, it has more than 9,000 students, with 500 lecturers and 100 staff members.

I decided to become an economist at a time when many other young people also wanted to be economists. The rise of professions such as economists, executives, and businesspeople in Spain was imminent, as Mauro F. Guillen argued in his 1989 book La Profesión de Economista: El Auge de Economistas, Ejecutivos y Empresarios en España (The Profession of Economics: The Rise of Economists, Executives, and Businesspeople in Spain).3 As an economist, I dreamed of perhaps becoming a consultant for a major firm, traveling to help companies become more successful. Or I dreamed of working at a renowned banking institution such as La Caixa or Banco Sabadell. I simply wanted to learn in school and then get a good job in a good company that would pay me for my abilities and my work, and not for how many pieces of output I was able to manufacture on the assembly line. But things changed a lot in college.

My college experience was unlike what I had imagined. Enrollment was large and completion rates were low, with students lingering for years without completing their degrees. Many lecturers did not seem motivated to teach us, and many of my peers appeared uninterested in learning. Nobody seemed to be excited about higher education.

This all changed when, two years before graduating, I received a European Union (EU) scholarship to attend Lancaster University in northern England. At its Management School, I studied economic, sociological, and psychological theories that can help us understand how companies, markets, and public policies work. I was surrounded by highly motivated students and professors who wanted to share their research ideas. I remember thinking, “So this is what college is supposed to be.”

I graduated as an economist in 1995 and moved to the United States the same year to pursue a PhD. It was not an easy transition, but thanks to mentors who saw some potential and promise in this introverted yet hardworking recent graduate, I had the opportunity to cross the ocean and be blown away by Amerika.4 With this move, I understood that I was taking a real first step toward becoming an academic. But I was intimidated. I had stepped into the unknown, with my still-developing English abilities, and with no one I knew to keep an eye on me. I left my youth and my dearest family behind to learn and continue learning—in new schools, with new colleagues and friends, and new heroes to admire. It was a huge privilege to earn a PhD at Stanford University and then to secure my first academic job as a faculty member at the Wharton School. These accomplishments changed my life and shaped who I am today.

All this makes me feel very thankful. I don’t feel lucky in that I don’t believe it is fortune but rather tenacity, effort, and intelligence that help us succeed. However, I must acknowledge too that I did benefit from organizational and social structures that value talent and ability, that give opportunities to succeed, and that seek to reward merit. That was certainly what I found when I moved to the United States: “the land of opportunity,” a society where, with talent, you can climb the rungs of the social ladder, where inequalities are more pronounced but so are the opportunities to succeed in life. I was totally sold on that message at the time. Thus, I arrived at the promised land of opportunity in 1995, whose promises soon became aspirations to achieve, aspirations that required more effort and hard work.

I am not trying to sell you on the idea (and privilege) of living in Amerika, or in any other developed society or region. The United States has its problems and challenges, which have become quite evident, unfortunately, recently. But the United States and its educational and corporate systems have been part of my American dream—like the dreams of many other immigrants and born citizens. It is a land where one is (and should be) valued for one’s knowledge and training, professional success, ideas, work, and contributions, and where one is not entirely judged by country of origin, accent, skin color, or social class. We have learned, however, that this equality may not necessarily be the case for many, particularly historically disadvantaged groups.

At the time, I was drawn to the proud message that America is a melting pot, not just racially and ethnically but also of personalities, professions, and experiences. That was something I did not notice when I scanned the horizon from the other side of the Atlantic. Americans still dream and are motivated to achieve their goals in life. The United States is a country where Barack Obama, a talented, brilliant, hardworking Black politician born in Honolulu, Hawaii, could be elected twice as president of the United States. This is a country where MIT, my university, can have a former president like Rafael Reif, the son of Venezuelan immigrants. Although it is not a perfect society, American society strives for ideals such as a person’s freedom, which includes the opportunity for prosperity and success and the opportunity for social mobility based on hard work and skill. The definition of the American dream implicitly includes equal opportunity for all and the rewarding of merit.

This book comes at a pivotal moment in our understanding of opportunity and merit, particularly within workplaces, educational institutions, and governments. It arrives at a time when corporate leaders once again are promoting meritocracy as the solution to organizational challenges, often in place of diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives. The narrative of meritocracy is not new. It emerged as a progressive alternative to earlier distributive systems of status, power, and authority that favored patronage and favoritism based on class, wealth, or family ties. For decades, the practice of advancing and rewarding individuals based on their talents and efforts—on “merit”—has been widely regarded as fair across various institutions worldwide. It has shaped admissions at selective colleges and universities, guided hiring and promotion in organizations, and inspired visions of a just society where ability and hard work matter more than class background, wealth, or demographics.

Yet, meritocracy has come under increasing scrutiny. Critics have called it a “trap,”5 a “tyranny,”6 a form of “aristocracy of talent,”7 even an “unfulfilled promise” or “false promise.”8 Many argue that instead of leveling the playing field, meritocratic systems often reinforce privilege, perpetuate inequities, and sustain systemic biases based on demographics and personal characteristics. Some even question whether businesses can ever operate as true meritocracies, especially at a time when concepts like merit, excellence, and intelligence have become central to business discussions about talent management and opportunity.9

In The Meritocracy Paradox, I examine these contradictions and start digging into fundamental questions like the following: How did meritocracy, once seen as a progressive solution to inherited privilege and demographic bias, gain a reputation for promoting inequality rather than equity and fairness? Can it still serve as a foundation for fairness in today’s organizations and businesses? What often goes wrong when organizations rely on merit as their guiding principle, and how can those shortcomings be addressed?

Drawing on decades of research—my own and others’—I analyze the structures and cultures of meritocracy, exploring how talent management processes and decisions work inside today’s organizations and businesses. Like executives and managers as well as HR professionals, I define talent management processes as those designed and implemented with the goal of attracting, developing, retaining, and motivating individuals who can drive organizational success and excellence. From merit-based bonus systems in large companies to admissions decisions at elite universities, my research reveals a troubling pattern: even in organizations committed to selecting and rewarding the best, personal biases and social barriers can affect hiring, promotion, and pay decisions within organizations, undermining the very ideals of a high-performing meritocracy.

The Meritocracy Paradox is not, however, a simple “takedown” of current organizational merit-driven efforts. It offers a forward-looking framework for making organizations and their talent management systems more meritocratic, fair, and effective. Grounded in real-world experiments and collaborations with organizations, the book presents concrete strategies for improving recruitment, hiring, evaluation, pay, and career development processes. So leaders who are serious about fostering excellence, fairness, and opportunity for all will find practical tools to identify where, how, and why their talent management strategies may fall short—and how to fix them with effective solutions, often at surprisingly low cost and with rapid returns.

I hope you enjoy reading this book, that it challenges your thinking, and that it inspires you to put meritocracy into practice in ways that truly create opportunity and fairness for all.






Introduction

For decades, the principle of advancing and rewarding individuals based on their talents and hard work—on “merit”—has been widely accepted as fair and legitimate across education, corporate settings, and government. Merit is central to selective educational institutions, which aim to admit and educate the most qualified students; to employers, who seek to hire, reward, and promote the most talented employees; and to public institutions striving for efficiency. Meritocracy also remains a popular ideal among those who envision a social system where success is determined by talent, initiative, and effort rather than class background, wealth, or demographics. Even as I finish this book, merit persists at the center of the buzz in education, business, and government circles.

Yet, many merit-driven initiatives have recently been criticized for paradoxically contributing to workplace inequities and sustaining systemic biases based on demographics and personal characteristics. How did meritocracy, once seen as a progressive solution to inherited privilege and demographic bias, gain a reputation for promoting unfairness and inequity? And why has meritocracy returned as an alternative to diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives? What structures and processes can help organizations and businesses become truly meritocratic? Conversely, what biases and obstacles get in the way of fair and meritocratic decision-making when organizations seek to attract, retain, and reward the best-qualified and highest-performing employees? These questions have been at the heart of a stream of research I have conducted for two decades. They are also the motivation behind the writing of this book.

My interest in these research questions got its start in an executive education classroom in Philadelphia in 2004 when I met a senior business executive whom I will call Janet.1 At the time, I was a new faculty member at the Wharton School, teaching about performance-based reward systems as part of a course on strategic talent management. Top executives of well-known businesses took the class, including Janet, a C-suite executive at a large service company in the northeastern United States. At the end of class one day, I summarized what I still see as critical guidelines for designing successful performance-based reward systems while displaying a slide on the classroom screen with the following bullet points:


	Make sure your performance rating process is strategically useful to your organization (Alignment with Strategy).


	Strive for precision in defining and measuring the performance of your managers and employees (Measurability and Specificity).


	Involve the managers and employees being rated in the design and development of the performance evaluation process (Acceptability).


	Train the raters (typically managers) and ratees (typically workers) on how to evaluate and provide helpful feedback (Feedback and Development).


	Pay attention to equity and fairness principles when designing and implementing your evaluation process (Meritocracy and Fairness).


	Ensure that the evaluation process is related to job performance (Validity) and meets legal requirements (Legal Defense).




I had been researching workplace inequality in organizations and found that the recommendation about being meritocratic and fair was missing from many textbooks, articles, and guides to strategic talent management that I had consulted when preparing to teach the class. However, given my training in the social sciences, first as an economist and later as a sociologist, I saw such a recommendation as fundamental.

“Does anyone have any questions about these guiding principles?” I asked. Although the audience had been engaged throughout the presentation, there were no questions. Perhaps I had been so clear and convincing in presenting the research behind each guideline that there was no need for questions. Perhaps, I thought, these are obvious ways to ensure success in how organizations evaluate and reward employee performance. After a minute of silence, I tried a different question: “Based on your own experience, how many of your businesses have considered every single one of these guidelines when designing processes to reward your top performers?”

That did it. Janet raised her hand, nodding and smiling, the only participant who did so. I smiled and asked, “Janet, can you please tell us more about what your company does when implementing all of this? I have never heard of any organization that has met all these guidelines. Your organization seems perfect!” The class giggled. Janet started to explain how, in the late 1990s, her company had hired a prominent consulting firm to help address employee motivation and performance issues. “We wanted to improve performance, and the team of consultants we worked with made us realize that we had to reward top performers for their effort. It was time for us to build a solid performance-pay process.”

What Janet described was not unusual. Beginning in the early 1980s, many North American companies began implementing incentive pay and pay-for-performance schemes. These schemes quickly gained traction worldwide, attracting significant attention in the media and in academic research.2 Since then, various studies and company reports have stressed a noteworthy positive relationship between incentive plans and organizational success.3 By 2011, over 90 percent of US organizations were said to be tying pay increases and annual bonuses to performance.4 One often-cited study, based on data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics—which surveyed a nationally representative sample of over eighteen thousand individuals living in the United States—reported that the percentage of salaried employees receiving some form of variable pay based on performance (e.g., bonus, commission, or piece rate) increased from less than 45 percent in the late 1970s to nearly 60 percent in the late 1990s.5

It was clear that more businesses were relying on performance-related rewards to motivate their employees.6 Consultants and other experts were recommending some merit-pay program to boost employee engagement and effort.7 Salary.com has estimated that close to 77 percent of companies in the United States use variable pay programs as part of their total rewards package.8 Similarly, worldwide, 77 percent of organizations are estimated to use employee performance ratings when determining pay increases or variable pay and bonuses.9

Janet’s initial statement about implementing a performance-pay system was not that surprising at the time, and it would definitely not surprise many business leaders today. What was surprising is what she said next: “Yes, it was important for us to build a solid performance-pay process to attract and retain our talent. We are now a true meritocracy.” Curious about this company and its performance-reward system, I asked: “Can you tell us more about what makes your company a true meritocracy?” In response, Janet proudly described how her company collected annual employee performance reviews and how these data were used to distribute “merit-based bonuses” among the employees “based on their performance alone, and not any other irrelevant factors.” We all listened attentively; many executives in the room did not appear to be particularly struck by the discussion. Given its already widespread adoption, they all seemed familiar with the concept of pay for performance and the specifics behind its implementation.

Everyone in the class seemed to recognize and support—unquestioningly—the concept of meritocracy. Nobody asked what meritocracy was. I ended that interaction with an encouraging message for Janet and her team: “It sounds like you have figured out a successful way of implementing meritocracy in your organization. If I may, I would love to find a way to carry out research into your meritocratic processes.” I smiled. She smiled back. After I made some concluding remarks, the class came to a close.

In retrospect, I wish I had prompted the class to define and articulate their understanding of true meritocracy in practice, particularly in relation to their own organizational processes. Little did I know then that Janet’s in-class remarks would become one key research lead into the complexities of meritocracy, equity, and fairness in the workplace, ultimately enabling me to extensively analyze her company’s performance evaluation and pay processes. Through a decade-long collaboration with the company where Janet worked, which I call ServiCo in this book, I began to investigate why merit-driven and other talent management processes seem so appealing (and even logical) to leaders, why they often fail to work the way they are supposed to, and how they can be improved to ensure fairness and equal opportunity for all individuals, regardless of their demographic characteristics and other personal qualities. The project also became the launching point of an important stream of empirical research for me, as I collaborated with colleagues to study the critical processes and key decision-makers in charge of recruiting, hiring, and making evaluation decisions across several workplaces, organizations, and colleges.

In this research, I have sought to study the concepts of merit and meritocracy inside real organizations. I have also studied talent management systems aimed at finding, rewarding, advancing, and retaining the best employees and managers. In the process, I have uncovered common pitfalls that often arise when organizations attempt to implement meritocratic processes. This knowledge has allowed me to develop forward-looking frameworks (presented and illustrated with research evidence in this book) that help leaders identify where their efforts to reward and advance the best employees might fail. These frameworks offer organizations and their leaders a systematic approach to identifying meritocratic challenges, unfairness concerns, and inefficiencies, providing actionable strategies for improvement. In particular, the key framework addressing the paradox of meritocracy can help leaders pinpoint interventions that mitigate biases, ultimately fostering a more equitable and inclusive workplace.

My field study research at ServiCo helped the company’s top management identify relevant shortcomings when selecting and rewarding individuals from particular demographic groups. But our work together did not stop there; our continued research collaboration enabled ServiCo to address biases and inefficiencies in its merit-based processes, not only during the distribution of rewards but also in its recruiting, hiring, and promotion decisions. Over time, this work helped ServiCo become a more equitable and fair organization—that is, an organization that gives opportunities to all and advances and rewards the best for their demonstrated efforts, skills, abilities, and performance. That is an outcome close to what I would indeed call a true meritocracy.

The concepts of merit and meritocracy are highly relevant to organizational efforts aimed at removing structural barriers and promoting fairness, diversity, equity, and inclusion. Managers and professionals are tasked with making work decisions based on merit and talent. Whether it is deciding who gets hired or promoted, who gets a raise or reward, or who is admitted to an educational program, many organizations rely on talent management tools to assess, select, and reward top candidates and employees. They often develop training programs, performance appraisal methods, and promotion schemes to motivate, retain, and advance the best talent.

For years, many executives, managers, and business students have taken my talent management and people analytics courses to learn about successful strategies for managing and motivating people. Numerous courses and programs on these topics exist. Googling “talent management” returns millions of results, including many ads from companies eager to help organizations think strategically about managing employees. Leaders celebrate when their businesses are named on lists such as The Best Places to Work, Top Workplaces, and Great Places to Work, potentially signaling that their companies can perform well financially while still being rewarding and enjoyable places to work. The secret to achieving this recognition is often putting people first when running organizations.

The powerful underlying assumption driving both the demand and supply sides of contemporary labor and educational markets is that the most qualified candidates not only should be encouraged to apply but should also be hired, and that the top performers should be rewarded, retained, and advanced to positions of higher authority, responsibility, and status. This notion that the best talent, regardless of demographic background and other personal traits, should be rewarded with top jobs and leadership positions has long been considered progressive and appealing. It has been accepted by leaders and their workforces in the United States and globally. In their relentless competition for the best talent, companies face ongoing pressure to improve their talent management processes.

The belief that social and economic mobility should be determined by merit and talent and that everyone should be given an opportunity to succeed remains a core value in many postindustrial societies, especially in North America. This belief is seen as a sign of progress because, in theory, it promises to replace prior class-based and demographic-based systems of opportunity and advancement.

At the center of the American dream lies the belief that the United States is a meritocracy where anyone can succeed personally and professionally as long as they are willing to put in the effort and hard work.10 Survey research repeatedly shows that Americans endorse the meritocratic ethos. Most have believed for many decades that meritocracy is not only the way the system should work but also the way it does work.11 Compared to citizens of other countries, Americans are more likely to believe that successful people deserve to be so and that those who fail are equally deserving of their fate.12 That said, as awareness grows about the effects of socioeconomic inequality and structural racism, Americans have started to express more skepticism about meritocracy and related concepts.13

Contemporary organizations and businesses, too, have embraced meritocratic principles when designing and implementing their people management processes. In fact, strategies aimed at attracting and hiring the best talent or linking performance evaluations to employee career outcomes, such as pay-for-performance reward systems, are often depicted as concrete illustrations of meritocracy at work.14 Merit pay, whether in the form of bonuses or pay raises, is considered a standard organizational practice today because it distributes rewards solely on the basis of performance, output, and effort rather than on other factors such as needs or tenure in the organization.15 In my own research, as well as in the popular press, I find many examples of practitioners who stress their commitment to giving everyone an equal chance to advance professionally and to be rewarded for their individual merits, talent, and efforts. In addition, many organizations have become almost obsessed with hiring and retaining top performers.


Why This Book?

I wrote this book with the following questions in mind:


	What is the actual evidence of meritocracy and meritocratic practices inside today’s organizations and businesses?


	Do current talent management processes—especially those designed to select, reward, and advance the best talent—deliver on their meritocratic promises?


	And if not, how can organizations and businesses achieve true meritocracy in practice?




To address these questions, The Meritocracy Paradox draws on over two decades of research, both my own and that of others. I have focused my research and teaching on how merit-driven organizational practices, as well as individual and social processes, influence who gets access to beneficial education and training opportunities, and then good jobs with good companies. My research across multiple organizations has also helped me investigate why meritocratic work practices often fail to function as intended and how they can be improved to eliminate biases and provide career opportunities to all, particularly women, racially disadvantaged groups, immigrants, and many others whose personal characteristics often hinder them in the workplace and in society overall.

I have typically tackled my research questions by obtaining access to comprehensive internal data on candidate selection and hiring, employee performance evaluations, and promotion outcomes from real organizations, as well as through studies of the individuals who make critical employment, advancement, and pay decisions about applicants and employees. I have also recruited professionals and managers for simulation exercises to study workplace behaviors related to different aspects of the meritocratic process. This work has revealed significant variation in how leaders and managers define merit and consequently make merit-based employment decisions, depending on the organizational context in which they work and on the characteristics of the individuals they screen and evaluate. In fact, my research has shown that under certain organizational circumstances, stressing meritocratic goals for an organization can paradoxically favor White native-born men over equally qualified women, racially disadvantaged groups, and immigrants. As a result of this paradox, my work has also explored critical questions about where and why meritocracy may inadvertently reinforce biases rather than eliminate them.

In The Meritocracy Paradox, I explore the widespread appeal of a true meritocracy—whether implicitly or explicitly stated by organizational leaders or embedded in workplace practices—while also showing how many organizations fail to achieve their meritocratic goals. Furthermore, I discuss how organizational efforts to promote meritocracy can sometimes backfire (often unintentionally), increasing workplace inequities and biases. Specifically, this book addresses questions such as these:


	Why was meritocracy once seen as a solution to patronage and favoritism linked to class, wealth, or family connections? And why is meritocracy being positioned as an alternative to diversity, equity, and inclusion principles?


	What can go wrong when organizations and businesses implement merit-driven processes and practices to hire, reward, and advance individuals?


	How can organizations and their leaders develop and implement strategies that truly promote high performance, fairness, and opportunity for all?




In this book, I synthesize and explain both my work and the work of many other researchers who have gone inside real organizations to study how employers recruit, hire, evaluate, and promote individuals from different demographic groups and with different social and cultural capital. The book also discusses research findings about the decision-makers who are responsible for implementing these talent management processes, with implications for the individuals they hire and retain as well as for those they do not. As a result, The Meritocracy Paradox will be especially valuable to leaders and managers seeking to attract, hire, and advance a high-performing and diverse workforce.

Beyond critique and caution, The Meritocracy Paradox offers practical, research-supported strategies for improving merit-based decision-making in organizations. I present frameworks to help organizations identify where and when they may be failing at being truly meritocratic and fair and how to effectively design and implement successful interventions to correct those failures. While I acknowledge that meritocracy in practice is hard to achieve and that many prominent organizations have failed to deliver on their promises, I nonetheless argue that leaders should aim to improve their talent management approaches to ensure fairness and equal opportunity. After all, a renewed, healthy, well-functioning meritocracy remains a far better, more effective basis for employment-related decisions than prior alternatives such as rampant favoritism, bribery, or nepotism without quality checks or accountability.

I wrote The Meritocracy Paradox for a broader audience, including scholars, professionals, managers, executives, policymakers, consultants, and students—anyone concerned with shaping a fair, diverse, and inclusive future of work. My fellow academics may be drawn to its theoretical arguments and supporting evidence. At the same time, practitioners will gain practical insights into implementing meritocratic systems that genuinely support fairness and high performance. I also hope this book inspires future research studies and collaborations with companies on the topic. Additionally, the book is relevant for students and employees striving to build successful careers for themselves and their loved ones and who thus need to understand the principles underpinning successful advancement within an organization.

Ultimately, I hope The Meritocracy Paradox encourages multiple stakeholders to work together to promote a true meritocracy—one that truly advances and rewards individuals based on their actual contributions rather than personal or demographic characteristics, while ensuring equal opportunity for all to succeed. The good news is that organizations can achieve these goals at relatively low cost and, in many cases, quite easily. By embracing the principles outlined in this book, organizations can create workplaces that are not only fair but also highly effective, benefiting both employees and employers alike.



The Three Parts of This Book

In part I of this book, “The Meritocratic Ideal,” I provide some relevant historical context on the origins of merit and meritocracy, exploring how the concepts emerged and why many organizations shifted to rewarding and advancing individuals based on merit. I explain how a meritocracy is intended to work in theory while also raising potential fairness and diversity concerns stemming from different interpretations of meritocracy in the workplace. Clarifying these concepts up front will help us understand both the potential shortcomings of meritocracy and existing talent management systems, as well as why the solutions proposed in this book can effectively work in organizations and businesses that take meritocracy seriously.

Part II, “Where Meritocracy Goes Wrong,” makes the case that current recruiting, screening, and selection processes may not necessarily produce the best (and most diverse) hires for organizations. I discuss key prior research, including findings from my research collaborations with real organizations, and document how demographic biases and social processes can influence employment decisions and outcomes within widely used talent management practices. Crucially, just because an organization and its key decision-makers believe that they are meritocratic or talent-driven does not mean that their decisions and processes reflect that ideal. In fact, my research has demonstrated the existence of what I call the meritocracy paradox: emphasizing meritocracy alone as the basis for hiring, promoting, and rewarding employees may paradoxically backfire on women, racially disadvantaged groups, immigrants, and many other underprivileged groups.16 Furthermore, there is no universal agreement on what merit actually is, even among leaders and managers working for the same organization.17 As a result, when managers embrace merit as an overarching concept, they may apply different criteria in their decisions around employee evaluations, rewards, and promotions.

The research presented in parts I and II has significant practical relevance for organizations and businesses. It suggests that truly objective evaluations of merit or talent are extremely difficult (perhaps impossible) to achieve and that many organizations that self-identify as meritocratic may be anything but. In part III, “Building Meritocratic Organizations,” I provide leaders and managers with tools to start putting these research-based insights into practice by assessing whether their organizational processes are truly meritocratic and effective. I outline strategic steps to identify where and how biases and other social dynamics may interfere with hiring, evaluating, rewarding, and advancing employees. These steps can help organizations diagnose their meritocracy and fairness challenges so they can find the most effective solutions and interventions to address them. This section also provides guidance on how to redesign talent management processes to foster objectivity, fairness, and equal opportunity for all.

The good news is that measuring a company’s deviation from true meritocracy is not that difficult. It is also relatively straightforward to “debias” and improve the efficiency of organizational and talent management systems by introducing clear processes and criteria for recruiting, selecting, and evaluating employees; monitoring the outcomes of these processes; and assigning individuals within the organization the responsibility of guaranteeing that the processes are fair and encourage diversity. In fact, I have successfully helped organizations and businesses take these steps easily and effectively.



The Research and Data in This Book

While I reference research from many influential academics and their studies, the key findings in this book are based on original data collected by my collaborators and myself using a range of research methods, including field studies of real organizations and experiments. My empirical approach has primarily focused on gathering and analyzing comprehensive information from organizations and businesses, with the aim of understanding why meritocracy and talent management systems may fail to attract and manage diverse top talent. This approach also offers practical guidance for such failures.

I mostly rely on research from three important organizational field studies that illustrate the paradox of meritocracy phenomenon in real organizations. One study investigated the implementation of a merit-based system at ServiCo, the company where Janet worked—a large service organization with more than twenty thousand employees. This company study is significant for the purpose and context of this book because it was the first in-depth study that revealed demographic biases in translating performance evaluations to rewards in a company whose processes were intended to be meritocratic. In fact, my analysis of ServiCo’s personnel data uncovered some non-meritocratic outcomes. Women, Blacks, Hispanics, and non-US-born employees earned a lower merit-based bonus than White men despite working in the same jobs and work units, having the same supervisors, holding the same human capital, and, notably, obtaining the same performance score. Although the company stated that “performance is the primary basis for all salary increases” in several of its personnel documents, the reality was that women, Blacks, Hispanics, and recent immigrants had to work harder and receive better performance scores than White men to receive similar amounts of bonus pay. My later research across a variety of organizational settings confirmed the risks organizations may face even when they try to adopt variations of meritocratic processes to manage people in their workplaces.

An additional study analyzed two longitudinal datasets with information on the careers of all support staff at the same service organization. The first dataset stored the pay and performance evaluation history for almost nine thousand employees from 1996 to 2003, before new organizational processes were introduced that increased accountability and transparency in the company’s performance-reward system so that it could solve the observed gender and racial gap in merit-based bonuses. This dataset included approximately 28,800 employee evaluations made by over 2,600 unique direct supervisors. The second dataset covered the period from 2005 to 2009, after the adoption of the new processes, and contained approximately 23,000 employee evaluations made by over 2,500 direct supervisors.

Another study, conducted at an elite business school in North America, included approximately four hundred participants with managerial experience, many of them MBA students and executives. The participants played the role of a senior manager in charge of a small group of consultants, for whom they had to make decisions on bonuses, promotion, and termination. One key finding in these experiments is that when a firm’s core values emphasized meritocracy, participants gave a larger monetary reward to a male consultant than to an equally performing female consultant. I will also discuss the findings of additional experiments conducted in other organizational settings.

Those three key field studies are complemented with recent research evidence that the meritocracy paradox persists in other organizational settings, including other businesses, colleges, and government entities. Throughout the book, I provide an overview of the quantitative and qualitative techniques used in each study—such as reviewing organizational documents and records, observing participants, giving in-depth interviews, and conducting simulations with employees, managers, and executives. These methodologies can equip leaders and managers with practical tools to collect and analyze company data, helping them identify their people-related challenges and implement targeted solutions to build more effective, meritocratic talent management processes. Most importantly, I illustrate how simple, low-cost, and targeted solutions that apply the strategic tools and frameworks I have developed can help improve fairness and equal opportunity for all within organizations. In part III, I present a comprehensive plan for building effective and equitable talent management systems so that organizations can implement the meritocratic project as it was originally intended to work.







Part I The Meritocratic Ideal

Aristocracy went wrong because so many of the people who had power simply because they inherited it from their parents were clearly unfit to exercise it. Nobody should be born with a silver spoon in his mouth, or, if he is, it should choke him.

There was nothing new in the proposition that I.Q. + effort = merit; only in the way it was formulated. Ever since the industrial revolution, and indeed even before that, “la carrière est ouverte aux talents”. . . has been one of the primary goals of social reform.. . . Nepotism should go, bribery should go, inheritance should go as a means of attaining public office. They haven’t disappeared, of course, but the belief has become established that it is wrong to allow nepotism, bribery, or inheritance any sway: individual merit should be the only test that should be applied.
—Michael Young






Chapter One The Origins and Evolution of Meritocracy

On September 21, 2012, Leo Rafael Reif gave his inaugural address as MIT’s seventeenth president. Addressing a large crowd of students, faculty, and staff, he said: “The MIT that welcomed me thirty-two years ago was unlike any place I had ever seen. Meritocratic in principle, it welcomed talent from everywhere. Then as now, MIT radiated a spirit of openness, fairness, and decency, from the commitment to need-blind admissions to the practice of not favoring legacy applicants.” The audience cheered enthusiastically. “MIT cherishes values and principles, so continue to pursue your commitment to meritocracy, integrity, and excellence; to be actively caring and respectful; and to always take the high road,” he continued.1

Reif was not alone among contemporary leaders in praising such ideals. The idea of meritocracy as a “high road” for selecting and advancing individuals is not exclusive to higher education and elite educational programs; it is common in business as well. For instance, Ray Dalio, founder of Bridgewater Associates, one of the world’s largest hedge funds, stated in 2017 that the company’s “success occurred because we created a real idea meritocracy,” which he defined as “a decision-making system where the best ideas win out.”2 Similarly, Red Hat, an IBM subsidiary that provides open-source software and solutions to client companies, also prides itself on being a meritocracy, “where reputation is earned by how well you help others succeed,” according to the company’s website.3 In an article on Wired’s website, Jim Whitehurst, Red Hat’s former CEO, wrote that “in many technology companies that employ a meritocracy—Red Hat being one example—people forge their own path to leadership, not simply by working hard and smart, but also by expressing unique ideas that have the ability to positively impact their team and their company.”4

Professional service firms such as law, accounting, and management consulting firms have also long honored the meritocratic distributive principle, whether or not they explicitly state it in their mission statements. Accenture, for instance, uses the term “global meritocracy” on its website to emphasize that “all matters relating to employment with the Company are based on, and operate according to, the principle of merit.”5 McKinsey’s global managing partner Bob Sernfels wrote in a memo to Bloomberg News, “Some have asked whether we will continue to prioritize diversity in our meritocracy. The answer is yes. We will continue to boldly pursue both, because these two things together—our diverse meritocracy—is what makes us distinctive and has defined who we are over our nearly 100 years.”6

The popular policy of “up or out”—a crucial aspect of what has come to be known as the “Cravath system”7—sounds meritocratic. This policy, commonly used in law firms, consultancies, and investment banks worldwide, is based on the notion that (1) the best associates are hired and paid exceptionally well and that (2) only those few who demonstrate top performance and potential within a certain period of time are promoted to partnership; otherwise, they are asked to leave. Something similar occurs in the tenure process in universities and colleges, where junior faculty members on a tenure track are allowed a limited time period to achieve a record of published research, academic impact, teaching excellence, and community service before a decision is made about whether they will be granted tenure for life.

In the world of consulting, many experts argue that meritocratic cultures can enable women and disadvantaged racial groups to succeed: “A meritocracy has many benefits,” wrote Candice Lu, the founding partner at OnPrem Solution Partners, in May 2021. “For example, it encourages young professionals to confidently share ideas, which will ultimately benefit the business. For women, it will accelerate their path to promotion and support flexibility. A meritocracy also supports a team environment and higher-quality work. People become less focused on titles and age and more focused on delivering the best work.”8

In 2024, meritocracy has reemerged as the “new pitch” among business leaders and successful founders.9 In an email to employees, startup Scale AI founder Alexandr Wang—who has championed merit, excellence, and intelligence (MEI) as an alternative to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives10—shared a post on X that stated, “Scale is a meritocracy, and we must always remain one.. . . Hiring on merit will be a permanent policy at Scale.. . . That means we hire only the best person for the job, we seek out and demand excellence, and we unapologetically prefer people who are very smart.”11 Several prominent corporations have also lately emphasized meritocracy as core to their functioning.12 Accenture chief Julie Sweet affirmed in a memo, “We are and always have been a meritocracy.”13 On the first page of its report, ExxonMobil declared, “We are focused on building an engaged global workforce, grounded in meritocracy.” Rich Lesser, global chair of Boston Consulting Group, publicly spoke about building a “meritocracy where everyone has the opportunity to succeed.”14

However, not everyone experiences meritocracy the same way—a point I will unpack later in this book. The response from the start-up community to Wang’s post was, for instance, quite lukewarm, with many calling it a “dangerous oversimplification” or “a great example of the box many leaders and companies find themselves trapped in.. . . Can they trust that having meritocratic ideals is enough to lead to truly meritocratic outcomes, and promote diversity?”15 Some even question whether businesses can ever be true meritocracies.

Similar tensions exist between the ideals of meritocracy and how employees actually experience it in their organizations. For instance, the global professional services EY has long sought to promote meritocracy and diversity in its workforce worldwide. An associate director who worked at EY for more than five years wrote on the website Glassdoor: “[EY is] the closest to a meritocracy I have seen so far.” But later, in February 2021, a different EY professional in London wrote a starkly different view: “Good place to learn. Zero meritocracy. Promotion based on loyalty and brownnosing.”16 JPMorgan Chase similarly prides itself on maintaining “an open, entrepreneurial meritocracy for all” and further claims that the company makes “people decisions based on meritocracy.” Writing on Glassdoor in 2017, an investment banking summer analyst in New York agreed that JPMorgan is “meritocratic and innovative, leading the financial services industry.” But not everyone inside JPMorgan agrees. In 2019, a banker executive director in Washington, D.C., wrote in an employee review titled “Not a Meritocracy” that “bonuses are discretionary and determined by managers.. . . Many managers do not understand what a merit-based environment would mean.” Another employee in Miami, Florida, who has spent more than eight years at JPMorgan, wrote a Glassdoor review in March 2023 titled “Where Meritocracy Disappears While You Are Treated with Disrespect and Unfairly.”17

In the high-tech sector, there are reasons to question the meritocracy narrative. For a long time, many high-tech companies in the United States celebrated their cultures of meritocracy. Venture capitalists and entrepreneurs often described Silicon Valley as a bastion of meritocracy, full of opportunities regardless of who you were or where you came from. Yet, most tech companies have had low numbers of female executives or corporate officers.18 (There has been notable progress, with the share of women as tech CEOs, for instance, almost tripling in the space of one year, from 3.9 percent in 2020 to 10.9 percent in 2021.19) In the case of race, a Wired survey in October 2019 estimated that the proportion of the Silicon Valley workforce that was Black, Hispanic, or Indigenous was only about 5 percent.20 In September 2024, the US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission reported that female, Black, and Hispanic workers were still substantially underrepresented in the high-tech workplace and sector in the United States, with 22.6 percent of the high-tech workforce being women, 7.4 percent Black, and 9.9 percent Hispanic.21 Are these percentages what we would expect in a truly meritocratic sector? Or would one instead expect to see women and disadvantaged racial groups equally represented across positions of status, power, and authority, with no relationship between gender or race and the probability of being hired, promoted, or fired?

Further concerns about the underrepresentation of Blacks and other disadvantaged racial groups are expressed in the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) workforce—a particularly noteworthy issue given the public perception that STEM jobs offer higher pay, are more respected, and offer more advancement opportunities than many other fields. According to a 2018 Pew Research Center survey release, 71 percent of Americans see STEM jobs as paying better than jobs in other industries.22 Yet, the same survey reports notable differences among STEM employees on the role of racial biases in underrepresentation. Seventy-two percent of Blacks and 43 percent of Hispanics in STEM jobs believe that discrimination in recruitment, hiring, and promotions is a major reason behind the underrepresentation of Blacks and Hispanics in these jobs. By contrast, 27 percent of Whites and 28 percent of Asians believe so.

Despite such discrepancies, the promise of meritocracy in distributing opportunities and rewards more broadly in society has been appealing for a long time, especially before scholars and practitioners started to write about its failures and false promises.23 In particular, the idea of working for an organization that hires and rewards individuals based on their own merits and talents rather than their connections or social status remains highly attractive today. This ideal has been upheld for years and is regularly invoked in policy debates as the right thing to do, particularly in progressive organizations and societies. It is regarded as both legitimate and effective.

Today, many job applicants want to know that prospective employers have structures and processes aimed at rewarding the highest-performing workers. A meritocratic model plays to our sense of fairness and justice—it seems fair to reward and promote those employees who perform at high levels—motivating people to want to join those organizations and work hard for them. After all, who would want to work for an organization or business that encourages promotions based on someone’s family ties to top management? Or who would want to work someplace where, no matter how hard you try to learn and perform well, you will never get rewarded for your efforts? The promise of a true meritocracy is that—regardless of our personal characteristics—we all have an equal chance at succeeding if we are talented, motivated, and hardworking. That belief explains why many people with varying political views, social classes, and demographics, especially in North America, have come to internalize meritocracy—whether implicitly or explicitly—as a fair and legitimate principle for guiding decisions about people.

The principle of meritocracy has become influential over the past century in recruiting, attracting, and retaining talent, as have the talent management processes currently in place to support meritocracy. Studies of unconscious and structural biases, however, have raised serious concerns about the operation of meritocracy and talent management systems in practice, leading many to question whether meritocracy is such a fair system after all. To understand how meritocracy became such a powerful and revolutionary idea, as well as the flaws that have led to critiques of meritocracy, it is important first to understand the origins and evolution of the concept.


The Roots of Meritocracy

Meritocracy describes a social system in which those who have power and authority have earned their positions through merit, as demonstrated through their ability, competence, effort, and hard work. First popularized in the 1958 dystopian satire The Rise of the Meritocracy, the word was the brainchild of Michael Young, who became director of research for the UK’s Labour Party in 1945. Young left the party in 1951 to enroll in a doctoral degree program in sociology at the London School of Economics. He helped found the Institute of Community Studies in 1953, a research institution that still exists today as the Institute for Community Studies.24

The Rise of the Meritocracy made Young world-renowned. Often misquoted, his ideas on meritocracy continue to be discussed today. Written in the voice of a fictional historical narrator in the year 2034, Young’s book describes the rise of a new elite in society based on intellectual talent and achievement—as measured by standardized intelligence tests, an essential part of twentieth-century Britain’s educational system—rather than on class origins or wealth. To name this new elite, Young coined the term meritocracy by combining the Latin word mereo (“I earn”) and the Greek word kratia (“power” or “rule”). He later wrote, “A friend, a classical scholar, said I would be breaking the rules of good usage to invent a new word out of one Latin and one Greek word. I would, she said, be laughed to scorn if I did.”25 Nobody seems to laugh at the word now. On the contrary, many mistakenly believe that the ancient Greeks invented the word meritocracy.

In the book, Young explains the feasible consequences of a society in which merit alone, defined as “I.Q. plus effort,” determines each individual’s professional and social achievement. Individuals with merit are identified and chosen at an early age to receive education, training, and development in an area of study or practice, and the most meritorious will attain the highest positions of power, status, or authority. At the time it was written, this book criticized societies that rarely focused on intelligence and effort when determining who got to occupy influential positions; these positions were often allocated according to nepotistic connections among members of the same social class. Ironically, given its criticisms of nepotism, Young notes that The Rise of the Meritocracy was “only published because I happened to meet an old friend, Walter Neurath, on a beach in North Wales.”26

Although we attribute the current definition of meritocracy to Young, discussions of the underlying concept of awarding individuals positions in society based on their ability and character can be found in the works of numerous earlier philosophers and writers, including Confucius, Plato, Aristotle, Tocqueville, and Jefferson. Moreover, the use of merit-based systems dates back more than two thousand years.

An often-cited illustration of a merit-based system comes from China. Starting about 200 BCE, the Han and Qin dynasties developed an administrative meritocracy that aimed to attract talented officials to maintain the expanding empire’s power. Prospective candidates from anywhere in the empire were selected through arduous civil service examinations for key government positions.27 The main approach consisted of professionally advancing and handing power and authority to individuals of high merit and virtue, following ancient Confucian principles. Later, Chinese emperors also required their citizens to learn and be tested on their knowledge of Confucianism, a philosophy that stresses ethics, morality, and proper behavior and that is often regarded as the foundation for efforts to establish a meritocracy. Ruiping Fan, an expert on Confucianism, states that Confucius “invented the notion that those who govern should do so because of merit, not of inherited status.”28 Confucius and Confucian thought stress that rulers and key decision-makers should be moral and competent.

China’s merit-based systems for selecting government officials influenced not only neighboring countries in Asia but also the Western world, including France, Germany, Spain, and Italy, among many others. The French Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire supposedly admired the Chinese meritocratic system, with some scholars claiming that he proposed replacing European monarchies with meritocratic processes: “What should our European princes do when they hear such examples [referring to the Chinese meritocratic approach to selecting rulers]? Admire and blush, but above all imitate,” Voltaire wrote.29

Prominent organizations and businesses emulated the Chinese model of merit-based systems in government bureaucracy; the British East India Company in the early seventeenth century used similar selection methods to screen candidates based on ability. Starting in the nineteenth century and becoming more widespread in the twentieth century, standardized exams designed to assess ability and competence—particularly for aspiring public officials—became prominent examples of meritocracy in many parts of the world. Today, the use of aptitude and personality tests is closely tied to the meritocratic ethos governing admissions into higher education institutions, not only in the United States but also in numerous other countries.30

Similarly, tests and methods aiming to measure job seekers’ ability, intelligence, and personality have long appealed to those in charge of screening and selection in organizations and corporations worldwide. Human resource (HR) professionals have been tasked with formalizing screening and hiring processes in their organizations, particularly those dealing with increasing numbers of applicants and employees. In fact, some question whether meritocratic systems can even survive without standardized tests or measures of ability and competence.31 For decades, practitioners have promoted such preemployment testing, including popular tests assessing candidates’ job knowledge, honesty and integrity, aptitude, cognitive ability, personality, emotional intelligence, skills, and physical ability. Such tests have been (and still are) praised for providing hiring organizations with “an objective measure of a candidate’s qualifications, skills, and suitability for a role.”32 They are also praised for helping businesses and their HR professionals “minimize hiring time and select the most qualified individual who best fits the organization.”33

Meritocracy remains an essential component in governments around the world. Daniel A. Bell asserts that it plays a central role in the Chinese government. In his 2015 book, The China Model: Political Meritocracy and the Limits of Democracy, Bell introduces the term political meritocracy to describe how merit-based principles underpin the functioning of China’s contemporary political system. The two basic premises behind this concept are that (1) everyone should have an equal opportunity to receive education and contribute to politics, and that (2) only a few will be selected for their highest ability to make morally informed political decisions. According to this model, it is key for successful political systems to identify those with the highest ability and put them in positions to contribute to the political community. In chapter 2 of his book, Bell lists the three key qualities that characterize a good leader in a political meritocracy—intellectual ability, social skills, and virtue—and then proposes a strategy to identify and select for these qualities.34

The concept of meritocracy has been particularly crucial in the history of the United States, a nation fundamentally focused on individual achievement, effort, and capability. In his 1899 book Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville argued that in the United States, individuals attain success based on merit rather than heredity, highlighting “equality of opportunity” rather than “equality of outcomes.”35 Similarly, Thomas Jefferson, one of the Founding Fathers, called in 1813 for a “natural aristocracy” based on talent rather than birth.36

Indeed, the widespread metaphor of the “American dream” relies on a culture of meritocracy. James Truslow Adams, the wealthy Brooklyn-born son of a father from Caracas, Venezuela, coined the term American dream in his 1931 book The Epic of America, describing it as the belief that everyone, regardless of their birthplace or social class, can be successful in a society where upward mobility is not only possible but also celebrated.37 The main idea was that in the United States, individuals could attain positions in society based on their innate capabilities and regardless of their “fortuitous circumstances of birth or positions.”



The Rise of Meritocracy

In his 2021 book The Aristocracy of Talent, Adrian Wooldridge provides a detailed account of the historical development of meritocracy, from its conception in China and later in the West in response to corruption, patronage, and nepotism to contemporary critiques of meritocracy.38 Wooldridge makes many important historical observations, including that Jewish people played a “prominent role in developing the meritocratic idea” by emphasizing objective measures of intellectual success as a way of combating anti-Jewish prejudice.39 He further argues that the “great meritocratic breakthrough” took place in the Western world at a time when the West was emphasizing science, capitalism, and individualism after the Second World War.

Many social scientists have endorsed the concept of meritocracy in contemporary organizations and institutions. For example, the sociological theory of modernization proposes that, in modern societies, individuals’ positions in the social hierarchy should be determined solely on their merit.40 While in traditional societies an individual’s position and status in the social hierarchy were decided by ascribed factors (e.g., family inheritance, social class, race, gender), the theory of modernization proposes that in a society, social position and status should rely exclusively on achieved traits such as education, skills, and experience. Most recently, in contexts where discussions have taken place around reducing dependence on meritocratic systems, such as peer evaluation in science, merit has been lauded as a “central pillar of liberal epistemology, humanism, and democracy”; in one such article, the authors defend the use of merit in science because it “has proven effective in generating scientific and technological advances, reducing suffering, narrowing social gaps, and improving the quality of life globally.”41

The concept of meritocracy has been so popular for so long that few doubted that it was both achievable and beneficial. The main goal was to ensure that we got more of it. By the end of the twentieth century, meritocracy was the most widespread ideology for advancing and rewarding individuals in organizations and institutions across the globe.

Moreover, despite critiques of meritocracy, the belief that merit and talent should determine social and economic mobility remains central to postindustrial societies, particularly in North America. Americans tend (or at least tended) to believe that anyone can succeed in life and their career as long as they are willing to work hard. Survey after survey has shown that Americans widely support the meritocratic ethos.42 Several studies using data from the General Social Survey, a representative survey of US adults, have repeatedly found that most Americans agree that getting ahead in society depends on meritocratic factors such as hard work, intelligence, and abilities. However, their beliefs vary in strength, and there is disagreement about the importance of non-meritocratic factors such as family wealth, race, and social relationships. For example, one study reported that young, affluent Whites are most likely to believe that meritocratic factors predominate in the United States. Older, lower-income minorities, on the other hand, are most likely to see non-meritocratic elements such as family wealth and race as important.43

Surveys of Americans continue to emphasize the popularity of the meritocratic ideology: Americans often believe that successful people deserve to be so, and those who are not successful deserve their fate. Furthermore, there is a generalized sense that organizations that adopt meritocratic selection and rewards—hiring, promoting, and compensating based on talent and performance—are organizations that win, that are effective. In the context of higher education, a 2022 survey found that more than nine in ten Americans see grades and standardized tests as the top factors that should be considered in college admissions, including 61 percent who say that high school grades should be key deciding factors. By contrast, almost three quarters of Americans say that gender, race, ethnicity, or whether a relative attended the school should not affect admissions decisions.44

In line with those survey findings, some commentators rightly remind us that meritocracy was intended to rule out nepotism and bribery and promote upward social mobility. As one Wall Street Journal column put it in 2021, “Whatever meritocracy’s shortcomings, the cure is clearly more meritocracy, not moving back in the direction of what it replaced.”45 And Gallup surveys consistently rank the United States, often seen as the most meritocracy-oriented country in the world, as the top choice for migrants: around 158 million adults worldwide, or one in five potential migrants, name the United States as their top preferred destination in 2022.46

In the workplace, individuals continue to appreciate employers who offer them opportunities for professional growth and development, and rewards based on their merits and contributions, key features of current meritocratic talent management systems. In fact, the top reason why individuals quit their jobs is the lack of career opportunities in their organizations, defined as opportunities for development and rewards (a factor cited by 41 percent of 13,382 respondents from forty-four countries and territories surveyed between April 2021 and April 2022), followed by inadequate pay (36 percent).47 Conversely, one common characteristic of companies regarded as the best to work for, in the United States and beyond, is the provision of career opportunities to all employees.48



Meritocracy Today: The Rise of Talent Management Systems

The workplace is a domain in life where people are highly likely to experience the language of meritocracy, implicitly or explicitly. Inside businesses and organizations, strategies aimed at hiring the best talent or linking merit and performance to employee careers, such as pay-for-performance reward systems, are often depicted as illustrations of meritocracy in practice.49 Merit pay and benefits are critical in today’s workplaces. Such practices highlight that work is to be rewarded based solely on performance and effort, not on factors such as equality, need, or seniority.50 In my own work, I have found many examples of practitioners who stress their commitment to guaranteeing that anyone can equally advance based on their individual merit, talent, and effort, regardless of demographics such as gender, race, class, social origin, sexual orientation, or religion.

In the last two decades, the meritocratic ethos has driven interest in designing and implementing talent management systems and in expanding them. Since its inception, human resource management (HRM)—defined as the process of recruiting and hiring people; employing, training, and compensating them; and adopting strategies and policies to manage, promote, and retain them—has emphasized the importance of merit and talent in determining whom to hire, promote, and reward. This emphasis helps explain the growing adoption of HRM systems since the beginning of the twenty-first century in the United States and abroad.51

While HR departments date back to the 1910s, when personnel departments first appeared, most of the work initially done in these departments, along with hiring and firing, involved administrative tasks such as processing employee payroll and benefits. HRM, as a strategic approach to managing people in the workplace, originated in the 1970s and 1980s.52 As Frank Dobbin describes in his 2009 book Inventing Equal Opportunity, in the 1970s these corporate HR and personnel experts introduced important changes in how employers hire, promote, and fire employees in the United States; they started formalizing hiring, promotion, and termination practices to limit managerial discretion and potential biases, ultimately defining how equal opportunity has since operated in practice in the American workplace.53

In the subsequent wake of globalization, company restructurings, and technological changes, HRM experts started to focus on strategic initiatives. Particularly in the early 2010s, the focus shifted toward management of mergers and acquisitions, succession planning, and diversity and inclusion initiatives. Most recently, the field of HRM has introduced analytics to better understand, predict, and manage key talent management processes such as recruitment, hiring, performance, and retention. The meritocratic assumption behind these HR developments no doubt continues to be that workplaces can and should proactively manage people and their people processes in an efficient way. Indeed, the term human resources implies that people and their talents can drive organizational performance and success, much as other resources such as money, materials, connections, and information do. In today’s post-COVID environment, managing employees has become even more crucial because technological and cultural changes have profoundly impacted the workforce. These shifts have reshaped how organizations need to engage, develop, and retain talent to remain competitive in a rapidly evolving landscape.

The HRM trend toward analytics was further accelerated by the emergence and proliferation of “people operations” positions and departments across the world, pioneered by Google and other tech companies in the early 2000s. These were established in clear opposition to traditional HR approaches, which were seen as less effective and more administrative. The growing focus of these operational departments is on analyzing how the organization manages its people from recruitment and hiring to performance appraisals, training and development, and career management.

Artificial intelligence (AI) and people analytics are increasingly being praised for enhancing the efficiency and efficacy of people-related decisions while potentially reducing bias in organizational processes. The current implementation of these talent management approaches remain tied to the fundamental underlying promise of meritocracy: that individuals’ engagement, performance, and effort can be systematically measured and evaluated based on work-relevant criteria, “merits,” or “talents.”



Meritocracy, Talent Management, and Achievement-Based Workplace Inequality

The theory and practice of HRM, as well as much of the research supporting them, have fully encouraged the shift from ascription to achievement, a key characteristic of meritocracy. Ascription is a sociological term that refers to placing individuals in a hierarchical or stratified social system based on qualities or traits beyond their control. Examples of such qualities include parental class or socioeconomic status at birth, sex, race or ethnicity, age, religion, nationality, and sexual orientation. Ascribed status is a concept first developed by Ralph Linton to refer to the social position offered to individuals or groups based on qualities or traits beyond their control.54 By contrast, achieved status refers to the social position that an individual can attain because of merit. Unlike ascribed status, it considers an individual’s skills, abilities, and efforts when allocating those positions.

Many of the duties of managers and HR professionals indeed promote such a meritocratic shift from ascription status to achievement status. These professionals’ goals are to ensure that the most talented and qualified are hired; to manage compensation, professional development, and benefits programs; to train and reward their top talent; and to evaluate and encourage high performance at work.

HRM further takes as a given that people have different talents and abilities and should be rewarded accordingly, a philosophy that runs counter to the nineteenth- and twentieth-century ideal of socialist egalitarianism (that all people are equal and should be rewarded according to need, as Marx insisted, rather than talent or effort). HRM is typically used today to refer to the policies and practices aimed at managing employees’ (and often managers’) behaviors, attitudes, and performance in the workplace. HRM practices include key activities such as analyzing and designing work and the workplace, identifying and planning current and future employee needs, attracting and selecting candidates, training and developing employees for their roles and future growth, compensating and rewarding employees, evaluating performance, and fostering a positive and productive workplace.

In the early 2020s, following significant social movements in the United States and worldwide, diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) became a central focus in HRM, even though basic DEI principles had already influenced HR practices through equal employment laws in the mid-twentieth century. As a result, companies prioritized integrating DEI into their HR functions to address systemic biases and prevent discrimination against employees based on ascribed characteristics. Additionally, these efforts aimed to improve diversity and inclusion inside organizations and businesses.55 Several scholars have noted that HRM has not placed comparable emphasis on individuals’ socioeconomic background.56 They have also noted that socioeconomic background was rarely considered in HRM research until recently.57

Building on traditional HR and HRM efforts, the people operations and analytics movement represents more than a simple change in semantics. It signals a shift in the mindset of leaders and HR professionals with regard to their people-related practices. The term people operations often refers to a business strategy that places employees at the forefront of an organization’s operations. Such an approach, therefore, recognizes the importance and value of employees to business success. It also encourages the application of “evidence-based” solutions. Data, frameworks, social science theories, and prior studies can all be leveraged to better inform people-related processes and outcomes in businesses. In this regard, this new model for talent management offers an alternative perspective to traditional HR practices. Like the ideal concept of meritocracy, it implicitly acknowledges and endorses the argument that an organization’s competitive advantage lies in the quality and qualifications of its people, not just the services or products it produces. The challenge then becomes how to measure the merits and talents of individuals accurately and how to be successfully fair, equitable, and diverse when doing so.

The development of AI and people analytics to improve people-related operations and processes is a growing trend in the management of people and businesses. According to a report by Accenture, 98 percent of executives worldwide agree that AI foundation models will play an important role in their organization’s strategies in the next three to five years.58 Moreover, many HR leaders have already incorporated AI into their talent management processes. For instance, in 2021, Diane Gherson, CHRO of IBM then, spoke about IBM “reinventing HR with AI and analytics” to provide “personalization” of messages, feedback, and necessary training opportunities for employees to improve their skills and advance in the workplace. “And people love it,” Gherson said. “It is the AI that they love about it. It makes managers better managers, just giving managers advice about what size of an increase to give their people based on the demand for their skills, based on their performance, and so forth, but really taking it all into account.”59 Note that behind such AI efforts is an implicit endorsement of the meritocratic ethos in the workplace: that individuals are responsible for their own success in a true meritocracy.

In HRM circles, there is also discussion about how AI and people analytics might be used to mitigate biases,60 enhance diversity and inclusion,61 and increase fairness in decision-making.62 And a growing industry of technology platforms and online tools is indeed emerging to help companies address these goals. For instance, Pymetrics introduces itself as a platform “redefining hiring and talent management—using data-driven behavioral insights and audited AI to create a more efficient, effective, and fair hiring process across the talent lifecycle.” The company boasts of numbers such as 198 percent longer tenure, 59 percent decrease in time to hire, and 62 percent increase in female representation.63 Many other companies use predictive tools and methods other than AI to improve employee selection and recruitment. For instance, Applied, a technology applicant tracking and hiring platform, relies on behavioral research to help employers find and select qualified candidates for their job openings and debias their hiring processes.64



Critiques of Meritocracy

Many have critiqued the concept of meritocracy and the principle of using merit as a way of distributing and allocating opportunities and rewards. In Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Thomas Piketty heavily criticizes the current narrative around meritocracy and even entrepreneurship because it “often seems to serve primarily as a way for the winners in today’s economy to justify any level of inequality whatsoever while peremptorily blaming the losers for lacking talent, virtue, and diligence.”65 Books by Daniel Markovits and by Michael Sandel go further to share their view that there is a link between the pursuit of meritocracy and the recent escalation of populism, the radical right, and disenchantment with both democracy and current employer practices.66

Such criticisms generally focus on three broad categories of problems with the operation of meritocracy. The first is the possibility that organizational leaders and other key decision-makers who are selected through meritocratic practices may be incompetent or immoral or may abuse their power and authority. The second problem is the risk that talent management strategies within an organization’s meritocratic talent system—whether in businesses, nonprofits, or public entities—may perpetuate unfairness or fail to provide equal opportunities or to promote social and economic mobility for all. The third problem is one of legitimacy, in that meritocratic beliefs and ideology can help justify and legitimate existing socioeconomic disparities and the unequal distribution of opportunity within a society.

Such criticisms are consistent with empirical studies showing that individuals’ social background still significantly affects professional careers, even beyond achievement-related factors such as education level or experience.67 Thus, in contemporary societies, social class and family background continue to matter: on average, individuals from better-off families can access premier higher education and achieve better jobs and careers than those born without such wealth advantages.68 In this regard, many scholars have long condemned societal processes that allocate individuals to different positions based on traits beyond their control, as such traits lack legitimacy and are considered antimeritocratic.69 Scholars and practitioners writing about institutional and systemic racism have pointed out the forms of discrimination and racism that are embedded in the current norms, values, laws, regulations, practices, and structures of societies and organizations.70 These biases create structural barriers to the economic and social advancement of disadvantaged racial and ethnic groups.

A pervasive criticism of meritocracy regards rising inequality as a by-product of meritocracy, something Markovits calls the “meritocracy trap.”71 This line of thought criticizes meritocratic approaches as “traps” that help to sustain social and economic inequalities. Others have faulted systems that advance people based on merit alone as lacking humility and solidarity because they stress personal responsibility as the anchoring driver of disparities in significant social and economic outcomes. In his book The Tyranny of Merit, Sandel offers an alternative approach to individual success, focusing on the role of luck and encouraging an “ethic of humility, solidarity, and dignity of work for all.”72 He traces the rise of the meritocratic ethos back to Puritan providentialism, often summarized by sayings like “God helps those who help themselves.”

Many have further pointed out how meritocracy, particularly what has been called “technocratic meritocracy,” has not helped Black Americans and many other racially disadvantaged groups. Ifeoma Ajunwa stressed that point in “What to the Black American Is the Meritocracy?” In this article, Ajunwa concludes that “if we are to escape the tyranny of the meritocracy, we must start with childhood interventions.. . . We must ensure access to early childhood education and to affordable childcare that could allow families to escape generations of poverty. The college admission process is merely the tip of the iceberg.”73 This observation echoes important points from Randall Kennedy’s book For Discrimination: Race, Affirmative Action, and the Law. In particular, Kennedy reminds us that an essential condition for meritocracy to be successful is the provision of equal opportunity to everyone, particularly to historically disadvantaged groups.74

Certainly, many meritocratic efforts, particularly those in the workplace undertaken by organizations and businesses, have failed to ensure equal opportunity and fairness in practice. That said, it is worth noting that Young, in The Rise of the Meritocracy, meant the term meritocracy as a pejorative and as something not to be desired. Although the test-based method of advancement in postwar Britain seemed to offer greater opportunities than those offered before that, Young foresaw that this approach could become a new way for the wealthy elites to maintain their positions of power, influence, and wealth.

Young’s argument, anchored in classical (and even contemporary) theories of stratification and social mobility, is that underprivileged children lacking access to critical resources such as high-quality primary and secondary schools are likely to perform poorly on some of these standardized exams used to decide which students gain access to selective colleges and universities. When such examinations and tests determine an individual’s professional and personal future, those who have been disadvantaged will likely remain disadvantaged, with their low scores being used to justify why they should stay at lower levels of the social hierarchy. This line of argument from The Rise of the Meritocracy has been recognized for helping to limit the use of the eleven-plus exam in Britain, which was previously heavily used to allocate students ages eleven to twelve in grammar schools and other academically selective secondary schools.75

Other scholars and practitioners have since expressed similar concerns. Even though the test-based system appears fair and objective, it allows privileged youth to continue being privileged in primary and secondary schools and when gaining college admission.

Many have argued that similar problems can be identified in many of the existing processes used by businesses today, not only when deciding on the “right person” or who is the best to hire,76 but also when focusing on who should be retained, rewarded, and advanced, especially in lean economic and social times.77 Think about the particular criteria currently used when screening and hiring individuals. In many organizations, credentials like graduating from an elite higher education institution come into play when deciding whom to interview for a job opening. Later, it may turn out that the interview went well, perhaps in part because those recruiting had positive inclinations toward graduates from elite institutions to begin with, not necessarily because they were the most qualified for the position. Through such selection mechanisms, those individuals who never got a chance to get into some of the most elite programs in the world may be screened out of certain hiring processes.

Along similar lines, as current organizational efforts increasingly aim to complement and even replace human decision-making with AI and other technological solutions, many real-life examples have proven that algorithms can also be biased—in part because they still reflect the real world and can consequently be as biased as the natural-born intelligence applied to hiring in organizations. In a 2019 study of healthcare-related decisions published in Science, Ziad Obermeyer and colleagues found evidence of racial bias in a commercial algorithm widely employed in the United States to predict which patients would likely need extra medical care; the algorithm clearly advantaged White over Black patients. Even though the algorithm did not use the variable race, it used the variable healthcare cost history as a proxy for a person’s health needs. This cost variable turned out to be highly correlated to race: on average, Black patients appeared to incur lower healthcare costs than White patients with the same medical conditions. Accordingly, the authors found that the algorithm falsely predicted that Black patients were healthier than equally sick White patients. As a result of this bias in the algorithm, the researchers estimated that the number of Black patients for whom extra care was recommended was lowered by more than half!78

In 2018, Reuters also reported on Amazon’s sexist hiring algorithm, originally designed to streamline the recruiting and hiring process by coding applicants’ information from their résumés to pick the best-qualified candidates.79 This AI tool, apparently trained using hiring data based on existing selection practices and outcomes at Amazon, strongly favored male candidates over female candidates.

To many, it is unsurprising that technological change can introduce bias. After all, AI models offer statistical representations of the world and provide answers based on what they have learned from existing data, whatever the quality or quantity of these data. Bias can come from the data that the AI tools are trained on (which can often be of low quality and biased), as well as from how such tools are designed, programmed, or implemented. Algorithms can also be subject to new hazards, such as misspecification problems and manipulation, and even when properly specified, they can still provide answers that are incorrect, inappropriate, or biased.80 In that regard, as the use of AI continues to expand and progress, many advocate that “the best way to fight this [bias] is through education, training, and awareness.”81 Others recommend regulation.82 I would further emphasize the need to proactively search for, collect, code, and analyze employment-relevant, high-quality data that can help organizations be more meritocratic and fair, with or without the use of new technologies.



Back to the Future of Meritocracy

As David Civil and Joseph J. Himsworth neatly noted in 2020, “the concept of meritocracy still appeals and repels in equal measure.”83 For some, a true meritocracy represents a just, forward-looking distributive system aimed at removing nepotism, bribery, inheritance, and an individual’s social and economic origins from key hiring, promotion, and compensation decisions. But to its critics, in practice, meritocracy has widened economic and social inequalities in income, wealth, and demographics.84 They also point out how characteristics such as gender, race, and family origin continue to shape access to social and economic opportunities, ultimately determining who makes it and who does not in today’s world.85

Because it is unclear whether a truly viable (better) alternative to meritocracy exists, I argue that our focus should be on identifying how meritocracy falls short in practice—and how it can be successfully improved. For the purposes of this book, it is therefore critical to understand where and why the meritocratic project has failed inside some organizations and businesses. Only then can we explore the practical steps leaders can take to strengthen meritocracy in their organizations, by targeting its failures and reinforcing its core principles.

This is why, in part II of the book, I outline the ways in which meritocracy has failed to live up to its promises in today’s organizations and institutions. Then, in part III, I provide practical frameworks for leaders and managers seeking to improve and redesign their talent management processes to foster fairness and opportunity for all while restoring the promise of meritocracy. This is particularly relevant because, once again, we currently have no other clear, practical alternative to meritocracy for managing talent in a way that effectively recruits, selects, advances and retains the best talent—and the alternatives that are often proposed, as I discuss later in this book, do actually (even closely) resemble what I describe as the meritocratic ideal.







Chapter Two Meritocracy in Theory

For several years, I have been investigating merit-driven organizational processes that aim to attract and hire top talent and then reward high performers over time. Whether implicitly or explicitly, those processes invoke the ideal of meritocracy and emphasize the importance of merit, talent, and opportunity in attaining it. Accordingly, my research collaborations with organizations have led me to identify patterns and develop predictions about what to expect if, indeed, an organization’s processes and employment-related decisions are truly meritocratic.

I began this work at a time when meritocracy was widely popular, often celebrated and encouraged as a sign of progress in societies, organizations, and institutions worldwide. It continues to be so today. The ideal of meritocracy unambiguously promotes the goal of individuals getting ahead in society and organizations on the basis of their talents and encourages equal opportunity for all. It was also appealing because it is often assumed that meritocracy enhances efficiency and could even serve as a remedy for demographic discrimination and unfairness. Furthermore, meritocracy represented no doubt a significant improvement over previous distributive systems for deciding who gets ahead in life, which relied on family inheritance, nepotism, and patronage.

To evaluate meritocracy in practice, it is essential to first consider how meritocracy is supposed to work in theory, particularly in the context of working organizations and businesses. Ideally, how should organizations and their talent management systems operate to be considered fair and meritocratic? In particular, how should truly meritocratic organizations recruit and screen applicants for their positions? How should they then reward and advance the employees they hire? Who among their managers and workers should be promoted to the highest positions of power and authority? Before addressing these critical questions, I need to define meritocracy and talent management systems driven by merit, as well as to outline the key conditions that can help foster true meritocracy in today’s organizations and institutions.

I define meritocracy as a social system that allows individuals to attain positions of power, status, or authority and to be rewarded with economic and social resources solely through their demonstrated intelligence, efforts, skills, abilities, or performance—often referred to as merits or talents relevant to employment and educational success—rather than because of their family class, wealth, origins, or demographic characteristics.1 Since this definition of meritocracy applies to every single position and professional opportunity, especially in hiring organizations and selective institutions like public sector organizations and higher education, the successful operation of meritocracy implies that individuals should be matched to positions, jobs, and programs or degrees that best fit their merits and talents. In this regard, meritocracy has been equated with efficiency (i.e., it helps allocate individuals with the right talents to positions that align with the specific requirements and responsibilities of the job). Indeed, meritocracy is reflected in (and has inspired) many fundamental economic theories relating to labor markets and the role of education, experience, and skills in employment outcomes.

In the context of building meritocracies in practice, talent management systems are critical. By talent management systems, I refer to the organizational processes, practices, routines, values, norms, and beliefs—whether formalized or not—that shape the management of people within workplaces and organizations more broadly. These systems not only structure how individuals are attracted, hired, trained and developed, paid and rewarded, promoted or terminated, and retained, but also shape the underlying cultural expectations around performance, success, and fairness. They encompass a wide range of activities, including recruitment, selection, and hiring; training and professional development; performance evaluations; compensation and rewards; succession planning; leadership development; and career management, among many. To the extent that talent management systems align with an organization's strategic goals, their role in placing individuals into roles and positions where they can thrive, contribute meaningfully, and grow professionally—while also promoting long-term organizational success—makes them essential for fostering meritocracy in practice.

Equality of opportunity and inequality of outcomes are core principles in the design and functioning of a true meritocracy. As practiced by many contemporary organizations and businesses, meritocracy allows for, and even legitimizes, the presence of inequality in the distribution of social and economic resources and positions of power, status, and authority, as long as there are processes and procedures in place to guarantee that everyone has an equal chance to succeed. While the concepts of meritocracy, equality, fairness, and equity have been continually defined and refined over time, they are often misrepresented, used interchangeably, or conflated—leading to confusion and, at times, unintended consequences.


Meritocracy, Inequality, and Opportunity

According to its proponents, a meritocracy should permit inequality in the distribution of resources, as well as in positions of power, status, and authority, provided that all individuals have an opportunity to succeed based on merit.

A true meritocracy, therefore, relies on two fundamental premises. First, meritocracy allows for and legitimizes inequality in the distribution of socially and economically desirable outcomes.2 It thus does not necessarily imply equality in the distribution of social goods and positions such as rewards and promotions. In other words, it is acceptable and often expected for meritocratic organizations and institutions to reward and advance certain individuals more than others, leading those with more valued merits and talents to do better economically and socially than those with less valued merits and talents. For example, certain large, middle-sized professional firms such as law firms or management consultancies often hire a cohort of excellent professionals each year, many of whom will never be promoted to higher positions within the firm.3 In this respect, proponents of meritocracy favor unequal distribution of career outcomes, such as rewards and advancement to higher positions in the organizational hierarchy, if (and only if) societal institutions and organizational processes enable individuals to access positions and rewards based on their own merit (that is, based on meritocratic factors such as effort, skills, abilities, performance, and results). If other factors such as demographics, class, wealth, or family background do influence organizational processes relating to individuals’ opportunities and career outcomes in organizations and businesses, then the distribution of social resources and positions is unlikely meritocratic because it is not based entirely on merit but instead includes non-meritocratic factors as well.

Second, meritocracy relies on the provision of equal opportunity for all individuals in a society or social organization, so that all individuals with merit and talent can be identified and can have an equal chance to advance to higher positions or obtain desirable social and economic resources.4 This principle implies that the resources necessary to help individuals succeed in society are provided to all, regardless of their demographic background. In other words, meritocratic organizations must offer equal opportunities to all, irrespective of their personal characteristics and other features ascribed at birth, even if that requires correcting for circumstances that may have disproportionally disadvantaged certain individuals. To do so specifically, organizations and businesses may have to provide unequal resources to different groups of individuals for them all to have equal opportunity to succeed. For example, organizations may provide different types of onboarding programs to different groups of hires in order to give them all an equal opportunity to perform successfully in their jobs. Another example is when organizations may offer free and reduced-cost meals and other basic learning materials to parents of children from low-income families to ensure that children can attend school and focus on learning without being distracted by hunger or economic burden. This second premise behind ensuring equal opportunity is often conflated or confused with the first one.

As described in chapter 1, the meritocracy philosophy arose in response to prior approaches to determining the “proper” distribution of key resources in society and deciding who deserves an opportunity to reach higher levels of success and income. In aristocratic societies, it was considered legitimate to allocate the best educational opportunities and jobs based on individuals’ social position at birth (that is, on hereditary family wealth and social origins).5 Meritocracy was also a response to prior class-based and demographic-based systems that determined which people should be hired and advanced. It was about explicitly removing nepotism, bribery, patronage, inheritance, and individuals’ social and economic origins from key employment and other societal decisions—all factors that were contributing to professional success in life (or lack thereof) at the time. This proposition is precisely what made meritocracy an appealing alternative to existing distributive processes; it was seen as a forward-looking and fair distributive approach.

The meritocracy principle relies on key assumptions about individualism, intelligence, hard work, family origins, wealth, and class, as well as norms regarding what is appropriate, just, and equitable when it comes to determining socioeconomic mobility. It tells, as reflected in current strategies driving talent selection and promotion inside companies, the motivational story that the merits, talents, and abilities of individuals (not their family members or their wealth or position in society) determine what they achieve and how they achieve.

In figure 2.1, I represent the two necessary conditions for an organization to operate as a true meritocracy. First, recruitment and selection should be equitable in the sense that hiring and promotion opportunities are open (and should be proactively made available) to all. Candidates should be evaluated on their talents and accomplishments alone while ensuring that those qualifications are indeed relevant and valid for the opportunity, role, or job in question. However, as I will explain later, to accomplish equal opportunity during screening and hiring, organizations may need to provide extra resources (including relevant education, experience, and training and development) to ensure that all can be successful to begin with. Second, after guaranteeing equal opportunity to succeed, different career outcomes based on key and employment-relevant merits are allowed, though not always expected, in a true meritocracy. This last condition is what is often described as an equitable and fair approach to allocating rewards and career opportunities in organizations.


[image: A chart showing the two conditions necessary for achieving true meritocracy in organizations: first, that opportunities are open to all, and second, that candidates are evaluated and rewarded based solely on their talents. Organizations aiming to be meritocratic should ensure that both conditions are met when designing and implementing their talent management processes and when monitoring the resulting key career outcomes.]

Figure 2.1. The ideal of meritocracy and opportunity in organizations.


When met, these two key conditions can help make an organization more meritocratic in practice. Consequently, organizations that aim to be meritocratic should focus on meeting and reinforcing such conditions when designing, implementing, and monitoring their talent management processes to ensure that those processes are fair and promote equality of opportunity. Further, a truly meritocratic approach can guarantee that the most talented employees are best positioned to help the organization succeed. In this respect, meritocracy is not only an ideal way to provide equal opportunity for all; it is also effective in that it matches individuals to roles and organizations in which they can best use their talents and rewards them for their contributions to an organization’s success.

In education, an example of an ideal meritocracy is offering all children free, high-quality educational opportunities irrespective of their parents’ class, wealth, origins, demographics, or any other individual characteristics at birth. This approach helps ensure that all children with the relevant talents can advance in education and compete for jobs based on their achievements. This has been, in fact, the focus of many policymakers’ and politicians’ aspirations across the world, particularly in progressive societies. But much more could be done. For instance, consider what higher education institutions and policymakers can do, through fellowships and scholarships, to open the doors and put more students on the path to college and a degree. Such policies are helpful in providing less privileged children (of all demographics) the same opportunity for and access to higher education as the children of more privileged parents, who can afford the tuition and the opportunity cost of their children not entering the workforce right after high school.

An example in the workplace is organizations offering merit- or performance-based rewards to help achieve their performance goals. Indeed, the premise that the best performers should receive greater rewards has led to the growth of incentive pay and other merit-based benefits in organizations. It has also been part of an effort to increase motivation and effort by distributing rewards and bonuses only when employees meet their performance targets. To ensure that there is a true meritocracy in the implementation of such systems, organizations can and should allocate bonuses and other forms of incentive pay and benefits based on performance while guaranteeing that all employees, regardless of their demographics, have the same opportunities to achieve high performance. This involves employees all having access to resources like onboarding, training, mentoring, feedback, flexibility, and even, in some cases, childcare or other home care programs.



Condition 1: Guarantee Equal Opportunity for All

The provision of equal opportunities across the board is, therefore, a key requirement for a true meritocracy. Indeed, the lack of equal opportunity has been the most criticized aspect of the so-called meritocratic fabric of America. For example, as noted earlier, a Pew Research Center survey of STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) US workers found that, while the majority of such workers believe their race or ethnicity has made no difference in their ability to succeed in their job, there are substantial differences in such beliefs depending on the race of the STEM worker: Blacks (40 percent), Asians (31 percent), and Hispanics (19 percent) in STEM jobs are much more likely than White STEM workers (5 percent) to say it has been harder for them to find success in their career because of their race or ethnicity. The survey further indicated how perceptions of being treated fairly or unfairly when it comes to hiring and promotions vary significantly depending on the respondent’s race. For instance, 43 percent of Blacks in STEM jobs (compared to 78 percent of Whites) believe that Blacks are usually treated fairly during recruitment and hiring at work; 37 percent (compared to 75 percent of Whites) say that this is the case during promotion and advancement opportunities.6

From a social science perspective, opportunities consist of all the plausible choices an individual can make given their key constraints.7 Such constraints can be social, economic, organizational, political, or technological. For example, a recent college graduate’s opportunity to get an analyst job in a consulting firm may depend on the number of analysts that the firm can hire (that is, the supply of available jobs, often affected by broader economic conditions outside the firm), the number of other college graduates applying for the same position (the demand for jobs), the graduate’s qualifications (“merits”) relative to those of others (the quality of the pool of candidates), and other geographical and financial constraints. In this respect, the various opportunities available to an individual may involve many factors outside their control, even though situations exist in which new positions are created for individuals or exceptions are made to job specifications to fill a position.

In theory, equal opportunity in choices would imply that all individuals, regardless of their backgrounds, would have the same choices. However, the personal decision-making behind such choices does not occur in isolation; instead, it is contextual and is often affected by other conditions and the choices and actions of others. For example, the many disadvantages that mothers of young children, particularly single mothers, face in the labor market and workplace have been well documented, particularly in households where mothers are expected to do most of the childcare.8 Such expectations (often realities) make it much harder for mothers of young children to succeed in the workplace compared to fathers. In such situations, if mothers choose paid work, their job options and the features of those jobs tend to be much more constrained than those of fathers (in terms of number of hours worked, commuting time, job travel requirements, etc.). The job options that single mothers have are likely to be even more reduced, especially if they are mothers without much support to raise their children while working.

Further, opportunities can be created, expanded, reduced, or even eliminated over time. For instance, COVID-19 clearly provided opportunities for certain groups of professionals while limiting opportunities (and even making it much harder) for others. Compare, for example, retail employees with university staff members, given the different expectations and resources provided to each group during the pandemic to perform their jobs. Changing the structure of opportunities in a given organization or institution also clearly affects employees’ particular choices.

Finally, even if they face equivalent choices, individuals likely have different preferences regarding which opportunities they choose to pursue. Based on their preferences and constraints, some may seek specific opportunities, while others will not. Scholars have long argued, for instance, that job seekers may be steered to particular jobs based on their gender.9 Biased expectations may additionally shape job search and application behaviors by gender, as candidates evaluate their own competencies based on how they expect others to assess them,10 especially employers and those in charge of recruiting and hiring.11 A classic study by Shelley Correll suggested that such gendered self-assessments shape the career choice processes differently for women and men; when participants in a lab experiment were led to believe that men, on average, are better at a particular task, men rated their abilities higher than women did and had higher aspirations for completing the task.12

The concept of opportunity has been extensively covered in the study of social and workplace inequality; for instance, numerous studies have looked at the effect of sex and race on access to education and employment, as well as access to healthcare, housing, and credit. That said, equality of opportunity does not necessarily ensure equality of outcomes and professional success. This may be the case because people have different merits and talents, as a true meritocracy would acknowledge, but also because they have different preferences for educational programs or jobs, or face constraints preventing them from considering some opportunities. In this respect, a study of job-seeking MBAs revealed that women are less likely than men to expect to get offers for jobs in stereotypically masculine industries such as finance, thereby reducing their likelihood of applying for such jobs.13

Along these lines, job seekers’ expectations for their success in getting hired by an organization may vary based on factors such as the recruiter’s gender. One study found, for instance, that when a woman is the key hiring decision-maker in a law firm, women make up a larger proportion of new hires compared to when the decision-maker is a man.14 Additionally, evidence suggests that such expectations can influence application decisions for members of disadvantaged groups: for example, studies have identified a positive relationship between the presence of Black hiring managers and the number of Black job applicants.15 They posit that Black candidates may perceive Black recruiters in positions of authority as indicators of reduced discrimination or increased preference for Black applicants in the hiring process at that firm. Furthermore, the presence of a Black recruiter could signal better advancement chances for Black employees at the firm. This research suggests that job seekers might anticipate greater success when interacting with hiring personnel from their own in-group. Similar social processes may be at play when, for example, an individual belonging to a historically disadvantaged group may prefer to work at an organization where that group is well represented; the individual may also believe that members of the same group are more likely to be interested and apply for jobs in certain occupations and industries. Such preferences play a role in decision-making. Similar arguments can be provided for many other demographics and personal qualities that can shape expectations of success and opportunity in particular occupations and firms.

Constraints also limit the set of potential opportunities. For instance, demographic segregation into geographic regions may advantage groups that live closer to better opportunities. Others may be unable to accept better jobs farther away from their homes because of constraints such as parental needs to be close to their families, poor availability of public transportation, or other factors.

All of this illustrates that promoting equal opportunity in education and the workplace is incredibly challenging. In practice, I have found that many organizations fail to meet this first critical condition when, for instance, their recruiting and selection processes do not give equal opportunities to diverse populations, especially those that have been historically disadvantaged. Additionally, organizations often fail to meet this condition when demographic biases and social barriers influence selection and hiring processes, favoring certain demographic groups over others.16



Condition 2: Evaluate and Reward Solely on Merit

The second key requirement for a true meritocracy consists of distributing rewards and socially desirable outcomes based on merit. This means that there could be unequal rewards, promotions, and even developmental opportunities across demographic groups, and that is legitimate and fair when merit and performance differ. That is why the concept of equal opportunity for all is critical for the pursuit of meritocracy in the workplace. Truly meritocratic organizations need to ensure equal access to education, training, orientations, and other necessary resources that individuals need to be successful in their roles, regardless of demographic and other ascriptive (i.e., given at birth) characteristics.

Meritocracy does rely on a particular definition of fairness: treatment and behavior that are free of bias and other social processes that may favor or hinder certain groups of individuals based on ascriptive personal qualities that are irrelevant to employment and performance. In this regard, concerning the popular concept of “procedural justice” in the academic literature, meritocracy, too, requires fairness (defined as formal equal opportunity for all) and transparency of the organizational processes by which decisions are made regarding how to reward and advance individuals in organizations. Similar to the concept of “distributive justice,” meritocracy considers it fair for the distribution of outcomes to be entirely based on merit—sometimes resulting in equal distribution and sometimes in unequal distribution—provided that equal opportunity for all is guaranteed.17 (Unsurprisingly, research studies have shown that people cannot clearly separate their judgments about procedures from knowledge of the outcomes of such procedures.)18

A related concept is equity, broadly defined as fairness and justice. In organizational and social contexts, equity often refers to fairness and impartiality in processes, policies, and resource distribution, taking into account individual or systemic disadvantages to ultimately guarantee just outcomes. Unlike equality, which provides the same resources or opportunities to everyone, equity recognizes that people have different starting points and face unique challenges; it consequently seeks to address disparities by allocating resources unequally based on need. In this regard, like meritocracy, equity aims to create conditions where all individuals have a fair chance to succeed, regardless of background or circumstances.19

Equity and meritocracy share a common goal: fairness in opportunity and outcomes. Both emphasize that individuals should be evaluated based on their abilities, contributions, and efforts rather than factors like socio-economic background, wealth, or demographics. They are similar in their commitment to fairness, recognizing that talent and effort should be the basis for advancement rather than inherited status or favoritism. Additionally, both principles seek to identify and remove barriers to success—while equity typically (and explicitly) addresses systemic disadvantages, a properly functioning meritocracy also requires eliminating any biases and any social processes that prevent fair evaluation and treatment. In this respect, a true meritocracy depends on equity to ensure that all individuals, regardless of their starting point, have a fair chance to compete and succeed based on their merits.20

Significant work in political philosophy regarding inequality has also been critical in shaping present-day discussions of meritocracy, fairness, and equity. Many theorists and philosophers have underscored that with meritocracy, one will, without question, have (and should expect) inequality. In this context, I would argue that many theorists (even scholars and practitioners) are egalitarian; the question is in which dimension they are egalitarian. Should it be in opportunity, resources, outcomes, and/or welfare?

In chapter 6 of The Constitution of Liberty, titled “Equality, Value and Merit,” Friedrich Hayek argues that the fundamental equality required for a free society is equality before the law, “in spite of the fact that they [people] are different,” which will inevitably lead to unequal outcomes.21 In this line, American legal professional and philosopher Ronald Dworkin emphasized that governments should show equal concern for all citizens.22 Behind this account of political equality lies a form of distributive justice—the idea that individuals should have equal resources to pursue their lives successfully, which may result in different outcomes. The real question, as Amartya Sen put it, is “Inequality of What?”23 Sen argued that our concerns should be about people’s capabilities rather than their resources or welfare. He advocated for ensuring that everyone has the same opportunities to succeed, regardless of personal characteristics, with a focus on improving access to the tools individuals can use to live the kind of life they want.

Meritocracy as a distributive principle, while relying on equality of opportunity, does not necessarily support equality of outcomes. Indeed, organizational practices that reward and promote employees without considering performance, for instance, may be regarded as not only unfair but also demotivating because they provide little incentive for employees to improve performance in their roles. This belief is widely held, even though the psychology and sociology of motivation are much more complex than that.24

Similarly, organizational practices that equalize monetary rewards across all employees (regardless of performance, effort, and other achievements) are often unpopular and discouraged by HR professionals and consultants. Ironically, some even label these efforts unfair, given the prevailing meritocratic ethos that employees should be rewarded for better performance. That is, even though pay-for-performance schemes have been proven to be optimal only under particular circumstances, such as when productivity can be measured accurately in terms of quantity and quality, and when high levels of productivity, while challenging, are achievable. [A note of clarification: Meritocracy does not always have to lead to inequality in the distribution of desirable outcomes. For instance, if all employees of an organization possess similar merits and perform equally in the same jobs, then the magnitude of their performance-based bonuses should, in principle, be equal.]

Fairness in the evaluation of performance, effort, and skills, as examples of key merits in today’s organizations, is also critical. In fact, when certain demographic groups experience bias in their performance evaluations, for instance, with consequent unequal outcomes for rewards and promotions, an antimeritocratic ethos may also come into play because the employees experiencing systemic bias are not being offered fair and equal opportunities to succeed. This is especially problematic in situations where performance is subjective, does not include relevant information about the role, introduces irrelevant factors (especially non-meritocratic ones), or allows for personal prejudices and favoritism to affect the evaluation process.

Another worrisome problem occurs when “merit” or “talent” is defined selectively to prevent particular groups of individuals from attaining better organizational roles and positions. Consider empirical studies of the “glass ceiling,” a metaphor often used to describe the invisible barriers that prevent women,25 as well as other disadvantaged groups,26 from reaching higher positions of power and authority in organizations. These are cases where scholars have repeatedly suggested that certain demographic traits make it more difficult for individuals to advance professionally and achieve leadership positions in organizations and society.



Three Logics That Influence Organizational Decision-Making

One crucial part of achieving meritocracy in practice is clearly defining what the organization and its leaders consider fair, just, and appropriate in decision-making in their particular organizational context, mainly when distributing desirable resources and determining employment outcomes. Several common logics around this definition of fairness in decision-making are what we have called the meritocratic, material, and diversity logics.27

When considering how individuals are selected and rewarded within organizations, the most widespread assumption is that decision-makers in hiring organizations look for the best talent. This meritocratic logic refers to the reasoning by which decision-makers invoke qualifications and professional accomplishments when deciding which applicants to hire into an organization, promote, or reward.28 They may prefer certain types of candidates if knowing an applicant’s type helps them identify who is the most talented.29 In the context of screening and hiring, for example, we could focus on three reasons or explanations why some applicants may be preferred over others when decision-makers evaluate candidates: the candidate may be “better qualified,” a “better performer,” or a “better citizen or better team player.”

The first explanation implies that applicants will be more likely to get hired because they appear to be stronger applicants on paper in terms of their listed skills and abilities. We call this the “better qualified” explanation. Hiring managers and recruiters may also prefer candidates who are perceived to be “better performers,” that is, who are expected to achieve higher levels of performance and greater professional accomplishments. In accordance with the “better citizen” explanation, hiring managers may prefer candidates who display a strong capacity for increased company involvement and support for the organization. All these explanations would reinforce the meritocratic logic: that the most qualified, best-performing, and most committed candidates should be selected and advanced in the organization.

A second key logic is the material logic. Often, decision-makers and their organizations have economic and financial interests or constraints when hiring and promoting individuals. Indeed, many organizations are encouraged to establish their material interests and targets when selecting candidates—especially given today’s highly competitive landscape and pressure to be profitable.30 For instance, some scholars and practitioners have warned that wealth and family connections could influence recruitment and screening, especially in elite institutions.31 Many businesses have indeed admitted that they prefer applicants with strong ties (family and friends, for instance) to current employees because of the potential business benefits.32 In colleges and universities, admissions officers have recently faced criticism for giving preferential admission to alumni’s children or siblings, and many have begun to terminate legacy admission practices formally.33

A particular type of material logic, related to the meritocratic one, is the so-called business logic, which proposes that it makes “business sense” to recruit and hire certain types of individuals. The business logic usually invokes revenues, performance targets, and profitability metrics attributed to a company’s leadership. It also refers to future measures of business success, such as promotability and retention. Such logic is invoked in situations where particular groups of candidates are seen as more appealing than others when making employment decisions.34

Finally, a third decision-making logic has to do with diversity. In today’s organizations and businesses, particularly in North America and across other Western societies, leaders and managers are frequently prompted to recruit and retain candidates with diverse experiences and backgrounds, and to promote successful inclusion of all hires in the workplace. In the past decade, multiple reports and recommendations from HR professionals and leaders have promoted diversity in the management of people; some even make the business case for it.35 Accordingly, certain organizations and businesses have tried to promote diversity and inclusion in response to past racial and gender injustices, among many.36 This logic, therefore, refers to organizational goals to increase the diversity of the pools of recruits, hires, and long-term employees and professionals in contemporary organizations.

Diversity logic currently faces significant criticism, especially when individuals appear to be selected more for their demographics than for being the most qualified or talented. The backlash has primarily centered on diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives in higher education and corporate settings. Some critics are seen as misunderstanding or overlooking DEI’s mission to address historical injustices and systemic biases that have disadvantaged certain social groups historically.37 Others contend that DEI promotes reverse discrimination, claiming that it legitimizes practices such as hiring or promoting fewer men or fewer individuals from groups like Whites or Asians. Some believe that DEI undermines meritocracy by prioritizing diversity over qualifications or talent; this belief has contributed to the rise of anti-DEI legislation in higher education and recent efforts to eliminate DEI efforts in organizations and businesses.38 Many have also pointed out that the tension between meritocracy and DEI may have been aggravated by DEI consultants, who “were detached from the core business, pursuing social justice rather than evidence-based initiatives.”39 Concerns have also been raised that DEI initiatives add layers of costly bureaucracy without yielding substantial results.40

Whether these criticisms are justified or not, any one of these competing logics alone can become problematic when or if it clashes with the other two, such as when the diversity logic seems to contradict the meritocratic one or is materially costly.



Why Meritocracy Is So Difficult to Achieve

I am often asked why it is so difficult to design and implement a true meritocracy in organizations and businesses. To answer this question, I have developed a framework that illustrates the tensions among the three previously described logics when leaders and managers make employment choices such as which candidates to hire, advance, or reward in their organizations.

The framework, as summarized in figure 2.2., shows that the three logics are not mutually exclusive in practice. The best position to be in, but one that is often difficult to attain, is at the center of the figure, where the three logics overlap. In reality, achieving such a balance is challenging and requires effort and strategy. Nevertheless, it is possible to do so. For example, several businesses and organizations have effectively adopted practices to identify and hire the most talented and diverse candidates while minimizing screening and hiring costs.41


[image: A Venn diagram illustrating the intersection of the diversity logic, the material logic, and the meritocratic logic.]

Figure 2.2. Three common logics in organizational decision-making.


Often, however, organizations and their leaders end up navigating other parts of the framework, where one or two of the other logics may not necessarily be maximized. Such approaches can be counterproductive and problematic in the long run. For example, affirmative action in university admissions has long been criticized for the potential negative effect (not always empirically supported) that it may have on the meritocratic logic. The 2023 Supreme Court ruling that effectively ended this practice in the United States means that universities will need to rethink and redefine the concept of merit and assess candidates not only on current achievements but also in the broader context of their individual circumstances.42 Similar challenges face organizations that have relied purely on material logic to select candidates for their most important roles. For instance, this is often the case in family businesses, where nepotism, regardless of the candidate’s merits, may be a deciding factor in hiring decisions.

In the workplace, key decision-makers use these three sense-making strategies, often combined, when making complex people-related decisions. Recruiters and hiring managers entertain many objectives at the same time as they seek to hire new employees who (1) are professionally strong, (2) bring a diversity of experiences and thinking to their workforce, and (3) are materially beneficial for the organization. The decision to hire certain candidates often satisfies some objectives but not others. For example, some applicants may have strong qualifications but may require strong financial incentives to get them to accept their offers (implying more cost for the organization to recruit them, such as signing bonuses in the case of businesses and financial aid or fellowships in the case of educational programs).

The same framework can also be applied when managers are deciding which candidates to promote or reward. For instance, managers consider multiple objectives simultaneously when making promotion decisions that will (1) reward high-performing employees, (2) contribute to the diversity of experiences and backgrounds in the company’s talent pipeline, and (3) be in line with organizational budget constraints. Again, the decision to reward certain employees often satisfies some objectives but not others. For example, a number of employees may have strong performance, but because of financial constraints, not all of them may get a bonus or could be promoted given the limited available positions.

Although the three logics are conceptually different, they are not necessarily independent or always competing in practice. They are part of what Mitchell Stevens calls “evaluative storytelling,” as gatekeepers and key decision-makers pursue many goals and strategies simultaneously when making people management decisions.43 In this regard, this tripartite decision-making framework should warn leaders that those individuals in charge of designing and implementing merit- or talent-based practices in their organizations are critical for ensuring that meritocracy works in practice. These decision-makers can have different and multiple motivations when implementing the processes and monitoring their outcomes. Consequently, when considering why organizations may fail to be truly meritocratic, we need to assess which logic(s) may be operating during organizational decision-making and act accordingly to address any fairness challenges.



Meritocracy as a Motivational Tactic

One compelling business aspect of meritocracy is that it motivates individuals to work hard, take training and developmental opportunities seriously, seek positions best suited to their skills, and perform well in those positions. Motivation and responsibility are often invoked as “merits” that individuals bring to their positions and lives.

According to a 2024 Gallup report, only 23 percent of employees feel engaged at work. While this level is low, it was even lower in 2009 (12 percent) before gradually improving over time until the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted that trend. The highest levels of employee engagement worldwide are found in the United States and Canada, where 33 percent of employees describe themselves as feeling engaged at work, compared with Europe (13 percent) or the Middle East and North Africa (14 percent).44 Particularly in times of low engagement, companies seek to revamp their organizational processes to address these challenges effectively.

Meritocracy, in this respect, offers a powerful way to foster individual motivation and responsibility; it presumably leads to greater levels of performance and success in the workplace. It not only encourages employees to excel but also motivates parents to invest in their children’s education, skills, and experiences so that they can maintain or even surpass their parents’ social and economic achievements. In this way, meritocracy can help guarantee a steady supply of talented individuals, essential for maintaining high-functioning organizations.

Systems that promote opportunity further motivate individuals to get jobs that match their merits and do their best once on the job. Such systems make individuals responsible for whether they get jobs or are promoted, and thus create a sense of fairness and justice, equity. Conversely, a common criticism of meritocracy is that it makes individuals wholly accountable for their successes and failures while ignoring societal and structural factors that help some individuals and hinder others. An improved version of meritocracy—one I propose in this book—will also make organizations and their leaders responsible for ensuring that all job candidates and hires have equal opportunity to succeed (which may require providing unequal resources to different groups of individuals for them all to have equal opportunity to succeed) so that ultimately those with merit rise fairly.

Meritocracy can also be culturally pleasing and enticing, especially to individualistic, ambitious, and driven individuals. This may explain why some organizations evaluate candidates publicly as a way of fostering competition and creating incentives to excel. “Look to your right, look to your left: Only one of you will be promoted in the future,” I once heard a senior partner of a well-known professional firm tell an incoming cohort of analysts in the early 2000s. The comment intended to motivate all new hires in a firm where “great rewards and great success” awaited the best. Similar statements are made in many other workplaces.

Moreover, when the sky is the limit, individuals believe that anything is possible with talent and effort. They also tend to believe that there is little luck involved. In countries like the United States, one frequently hears inspirational stories of people, especially entrepreneurs, overcoming obstacles and challenges with hard work and ability. Steve Jobs and Bill Gates dropped out of college, while Larry Page and Sergey Brin never finished their PhD programs, but the companies they founded—Apple, Microsoft, and Alphabet, respectively—are three of the world’s largest, worth trillions of dollars. These founders’ personal stories of intelligence, perseverance, and effort now motivate thousands of young students and entrepreneurs worldwide to pursue their dreams.

Even stories of failure can inspire people to carry on; failure is sometimes characterized as simply another opportunity to try something new. Along those lines, Henry Ford once described failure as the opportunity to begin again “more intelligently.” Many believe, in fact, that failure makes us stronger and thus can be important for future career success. The implication is that, with intelligence and effort, all is possible.

While many organizations have avoided using the word meritocracy in the descriptions of their structures and cultures, I argue that the ideal of meritocracy remains in commonly used rhetorical expressions such as “hiring the best,” “recruiting the top talent,” and “promoting the right candidate,” among others. Notice that “good enough for the position” is not used at all. It is less appealing and enticing not only to those doing the recruitment and hiring but also to the prospective candidates looking for a job—who are also looking for the best job. This is partly why we keep returning, over and over again, to the meritocratic rhetoric about the best talent and the best approaches to managing such talent.



Three Crucial Stages for Fostering Meritocracy

How can your organization or business implement—and even foster—meritocracy in its management of people? This is the question I want you to consider now. Figure 2.3 summarizes the key stages at which your organization and main decision-makers (such as recruiters, hiring managers, and other managers) are likely to evaluate merit and talents and consequently make important career decisions for your employees, whether meritocratic or not.
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Figure 2.3. The strategic management of people, meritocracy, and opportunity in organizations.


Stage 1, Recruiting and Hiring, involves attracting, recruiting, and selecting applicants. At this stage, employers, either directly or through hiring managers or recruiters, advertise jobs on websites, job boards, online platforms, or through referrals. When doing so, they decide what information to include in their advertisement of the job and the organization, with the goal of maximizing the number of qualified applicants for each open position. They also describe the type of candidate (ideal is the word often used) they look for and the “right” attributes and competencies of the ideal hire (that is, merits). Because some employers post their jobs only on certain sites or use specific recruitment sources, they may not reach certain subpopulations of candidates, consequently limiting the organization’s ability to give opportunities to all. Advertising opportunities in ways that reach everyone is crucial for successful recruitment in meritocratic organizations—that is, locating potential hires and encouraging all qualified candidates to apply.

Job seekers, in turn, learn of, inquire about, and apply for available jobs based on job descriptions, recruitment messages, and word of mouth. Consequently, any processes at work during candidate recruitment and screening that discourage or encourage particular groups of applicants to consider and apply for certain jobs should be addressed. Such processes may contribute, for example, to the maintenance of gender and racial segregation in today’s organizations and businesses.45 In addition, certain individuals may face preferences and constraints because of their personal and demographic backgrounds, something that should ideally be addressed at this stage as well.

After recruiting applicants, organizations screen and select from the applicant pool. They decide on a series of skills and competencies required for the job. Some employers look for attitude and fit. Others look for sets of skills and experiences. A few even brag about simply looking for motivated individuals who want to work for them, stating that abilities and skills can be developed after the hire. In theory, this process seems straightforward: a company knows the job it needs to fill, has a list of required criteria for the job, and has to find a person who meets those criteria well. In practice, to be successful meritocracy-wise, it is crucial to pay attention to who defines what is necessary for the job (and how they develop the definition), what the job really entails, and how criteria may be adjusted as organizations examine résumés and applications, interview candidates, and ultimately decide whether to offer employment and to whom. Similar criteria should be used equally for everybody, and the criteria should be valid and relevant for the position.

To be systematic and careful in this stage, many organizations measure and code a set of competencies for each applicant. While recognizing that not every applicant has all desired competencies, this serves as a guideline for taking a holistic approach to identifying the ideal candidate. Here, it is critical to acknowledge research suggesting that the “ideal” candidate may not really exist; rather, companies should look for good candidates and build from there. Often, I have argued for the “good enough” approach—that is, someone who is good for the position—rather than engaging in a perpetual (and often never-ending) obsession with attracting and finding the best. This is especially true for organizations that face a limited supply of employees in specific occupations and labor markets.46

Once offers are accepted, the process of granting equal opportunities for all should continue.47 This is stage 2, Supporting, Evaluating, and Rewarding Performance. In a truly meritocratic organization, this stage presupposes that everyone has had equal opportunity to be successfully onboarded into the company and that early feedback and development have been provided to all to ensure their success in their jobs.

Many organizations offer little training after the hire, assuming that the hired candidates already have the skills and merits to succeed in their job, even though research has repeatedly shown that even “star performers” in a given organization may not perform well in a new and different organizational context.48 In other words, a great performer in a specific role at a particular company does not necessarily perform as well in the same role at a different company or in a different role. Organizations also frequently overlook the extent to which their practices and values influence the success of candidates in their roles.

In this respect, it is crucial to examine critically how the processes behind feedback, performance, and rewards interact over time and whether they reinforce one another in productive ways. Stage 2 in figure 2.3 illustrates that performance, development, and rewards should be strategically aligned with each other, as indicated by the arrows going both ways.

This alignment is critical for the successful functioning of a true meritocracy. Once organizations hire individuals, they should provide them with the necessary onboarding and resources to help them be successful and productive in their jobs. This preparation should precede the evaluation of performance. Going forward, those who perform well in their roles should receive rewards and promotions, and those who do not should be given a chance to be trained and developed so they can learn and improve their performance. I often refer to this framework as the Performance-Development-Reward strategic framework: a virtuous circle of strategic development, performance assessment, and rewards for employees, whereby organizational leaders need to ensure that these three key people-related processes are aligned and reinforce one another.

I have seen many examples of misalignment at this stage. Many organizations I have worked with hire the best candidates they can identify but do not provide much onboarding or training. They then evaluate employees’ performance to decide which employees to reward, which to promote, and which to fire. They presume that the smartest and the most able will survive and succeed, while those who do not probably should not have been hired in the first place. In these businesses, little attention is given to training or providing resources to give all equal chances to succeed in their jobs. Given employees’ disparate backgrounds and circumstances, such organizations are consequently failing to make sure that everyone has equal opportunities to succeed professionally—condition 1 of a true meritocracy at work.

For many reasons, certain organizations and businesses also experience a problematic disconnect between performance and rewards. Often, it is because there is no proper way for managers to evaluate performance (or they are not adequately trained to do so), or they simply have limited time and resources. In such cases, though, organizations still need to reward and promote the best to remain competitive, if only to prevent top performers from taking jobs at competing organizations. As I frequently ask participants in my talent management courses to reflect: who will work for you if employees never receive proper rewards or advancement opportunities over time (that is, condition 2 of a true meritocracy)? Hence, we have seen dramatically greater emphasis on retaining and promoting top talent, but often too late, when talented employees have already applied to work for competitors. In many cases, a disconnect between performance and rewards exists, especially when employers offer rewards that employees do not value.

Stage 3, Evaluating Outcomes, consists of continuously assessing key employment outcomes and results at the company level and over time, especially those that relate to recruitment, development, performance, and rewards. Organizations should carefully collect, code, and analyze data to assess the extent to which their personnel management processes ensure equality of opportunity for all, and they should explore whether these selection processes unfairly advantage or disadvantage particular groups. At this stage, it is also important to investigate and ensure that specific, relevant, and valid merits are consistently employed in such talent management processes. Companies should additionally examine the extent to which key personnel decisions are driven purely by merit. Important metrics can help an organization measure and evaluate how meritocratic its key talent management practices are.

The strategic framework in figure 2.3 can therefore help organizations and businesses identify where they may have a problem in being truly meritocratic and find “blind spots,” that is, structural places, choice points, or situations where (1) equality of opportunity may not be provided effectively (condition 1 of a true meritocracy at work) or (2) the criteria or factors considered to be meritorious fail to predict key employment outcomes, possibly leading to unfairness when giving career opportunities and rewards is not fulfilled (condition 2).

To guarantee meritocracy in their management of talent, organizations and their leaders should follow key practical steps. The following steps are meant to help them easily decide how to most effectively intervene to improve their talent management processes and ensure more meritocratic employment outcomes:


	Find and recruit diverse talented applicants in your workplace.

The first important step in the talent management process is to locate and recruit candidates in a way that gives equal opportunity to all, particularly those who have long been underrepresented in your organization’s pools of hires and promotions. Here, you may want to be more proactive in recruiting members with different backgrounds and experiences to ensure more opportunities for them. Opportunity, at this stage, does not necessarily mean selection.

At this step, it is often essential to investigate if the pools of candidates attracted to your organization are not talented or diverse enough (since not being diverse enough could be related to unequal opportunities). You may also want to examine why specific candidates do not apply or, when offered a position, do not accept and end up going to another organization.


	Rely on valid and relevant criteria that are not correlated with demographic characteristics when selecting, advancing, and rewarding candidates.

Taking this approach can help ensure that all individuals can be selected into your organization, regardless of demographics or personal qualities such as sex, gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, or age. It is important that the selection factors used are valid, reliable, and relevant to the role and the organization, and that the same specific criteria are used for all candidates for the job. You should also ensure that such criteria do not have any differential impact on certain groups of individuals.49 In other words, companies should be careful in choosing employment-related criteria that do not necessarily result in pools of preferred candidates from homogeneous backgrounds or similar experiences.

This step frequently requires being proactive and repeatedly reevaluating criteria in response to changing conditions in the labor market and other critical contextual aspects such as technology, culture and values, economic conditions, and legal changes. It also requires being alert and intentional in removing any potential biases and favoritism that might operate during selection, advancement, and rewarding decisions, as well as minimizing the impact of social processes, which are often considered antimeritocratic.


	Provide onboarding and training opportunities and resources for all.

Once you have hired candidates, ensure that all new hires are successfully onboarded to maximize their future success in their positions, both in their first months and beyond. This often requires providing relevant introductory sessions and workshops, checking on new hires frequently, and matching new hires with successful employees who can help mentor and orient their new colleagues. New employees often do not excel because organizations assume they already have the knowledge and resources to succeed. A more realistic and opportunity-giving approach at this step is to make sure that all new hires have the learning opportunities needed to give them a fair chance to succeed in their new roles.

An important part of this step is ensuring that all individuals have equal access to the necessary resources and benefits that can help them focus on productively applying their merits and talents to their work. Such resources and benefits often take the form of flexibility, healthcare, paid time off, and other perks that can help employers recruit and retain high-performing employees.

At this stage, organizations need to take diversity and inclusion efforts seriously, with the goal of ensuring that all new hires are welcomed, supported, and feel comfortable and confident about themselves and their ability to add value to the organization. In short, this is about ensuring that once hired, everyone is an important part of the organization, feels valued and respected, is integrated into all activities and organizational processes, and therefore has an equal chance to be successful.


	Evaluate and develop performance fairly.

Continuously establish targets and evaluate performance, again using methods that eliminate the potential for biases and unnecessary social processes that may introduce unfairness and favoritism. In part II, I will summarize the many existing biases and social processes that are likely to creep into performance evaluation processes in workplace settings. A continuous, careful evaluation of the criteria and the processes used to evaluate employees is an essential step.


	Reward “top” performers and help develop those who “underperform.”50

Reward, praise, and celebrate those who perform well, especially those who deliver results above your expectations. For those who do not, it is critical to help them become successful by providing resources and opportunities to succeed. At this stage, you should consider relying on your “top” performers to train and develop the rest of your hires.

If underperforming employees do not improve over time, help them land a job or position elsewhere that is a better fit for their merits and talents. The assumption is that either the individual needs more development or resources to achieve higher levels of performance or the current position is not a good fit. At this step, continue assessing whether your performance evaluation and training programs are truly meritocratic and fair.


	Monitor and evaluate key talent-based outcomes.

It is crucial to continuously monitor those employment outcomes that relate to the recruitment, hiring, development and training, performance evaluation, and promotion processes in your organization. At the organizational level, carefully examine how the merits and talents of candidates and employees change over time, and establish specific talent management metrics or targets that measure employees’ merit and diversity of backgrounds, experiences, and personal circumstances along the way. Stay attuned, once again, to identify whether biases and other social processes may be affecting your employment decisions.


	Intervene to address challenges and improve processes and outcomes.

Based on your findings from the prior steps, you may find that you are doing a great job in ensuring meritocracy in practice in your organization. Kudos to you! If you are not, it is time to intervene. (In reality, all organizations should continuously improve how they manage their talent management processes. Great results in achieving meritocracy should not be taken for granted, and continuous learning and investigation by key organizational members is often necessary.)

Here, you should check and improve the way you recruit and select candidates, revise and develop the processes relating to onboarding and training, and revamp your performance-development-reward system. In all the previous steps, seek additional strategic considerations; also, seek legal advice to ensure that your processes and methods for strategically managing talent conform to the most current country-specific laws and regulations.




Two key points are worth emphasizing. First, steps 3, 4, and 5 are fundamental for fostering condition 1 of a true meritocracy. They rely heavily on the provision of education, experience, and developmental and performance-enhancing opportunities, as well as a climate of not only opportunity but also respect and inclusion for all. Meanwhile, steps 1, 2, and 5 are crucial for condition 2 because they recognize that not all candidates will be selected, advanced, or rewarded equally, and yet efforts should be made to guarantee the fair distribution of rewards and advancement opportunities based on relevant merits and criteria. The final two steps, 6 and 7, can help organizations and their leaders track the impact of their existing people-related processes and identify where and how to intervene most effectively. These targeted interventions also allow organizations to (re)allocate scarce resources where they matter most in achieving meritocracy.

Second, while the seven steps may seem independent, they are highly interdependent in practice. Accordingly, organizations should evaluate each step at a time and ensure that each step is aligned with the others to reinforce their effectiveness. If your goal is to successfully foster meritocracy in practice, you need to pay attention to all seven steps rather than prioritizing certain steps over others. Put differently, all seven contribute to strategically managing people, meritocracy, and opportunity, as illustrated in figure 2.3.

In theory, these strategic steps are straightforward and even common sense to many. In practice, though, few organizations and businesses do it right, particularly when it comes to hiring and retaining a diverse talent while also providing training and development throughout employees’ tenure. Even fewer businesses allocate the necessary resources to ensure that all employees, regardless of their personal circumstances, have the opportunity to succeed. For example, I once worked with an organization that provided childcare and even pet care support to help parents focus on their work while managing their personal and family responsibilities. Workplace flexibility, healthcare benefits, and evaluation of employees based on results are also ways organizations can provide equality of opportunity and enable individuals to focus on putting their talents to work.

To conclude this chapter on meritocracy in theory, I want to stress that true meritocracy is an ideal—a goal, a target, an ongoing project rather than a guaranteed reality. Achieving it in practice is therefore complex and requires continuous refinement and improvement efforts to uphold its definition and its two fundamental conditions: (1) equal access to opportunities for all and (2) the advancement and rewarding of individuals solely based on their relevant merits. In this regard, the recommendations and frameworks in this book aim to help organizations move closer to a true meritocracy in practice—and, importantly, to prevent deviation from that goal.







Part II Where Meritocracy Goes Wrong

The idea that society should allocate economic rewards and positions of responsibility according to merit is appealing for several reasons. Two of these reasons are generalized versions of the case for merit in hiring—efficiency and fairness. An economic system that rewards effort, initiative, and talent is likely to be more productive than one that pays everyone the same, regardless of contribution, or that hands out desirable social positions based on favoritism. Rewarding people strictly on their merits also has the virtue of fairness; it does not discriminate on any basis other than achievement.. . .

This is an exhilarating vision of human agency, and it goes hand in hand with a morally comforting conclusion: We get what we deserve. If my success is my own doing, something I’ve earned through talent and hard work, I can take pride in it, confident that I deserve the rewards my achievements bring. A meritocratic society, then, is doubly inspiring; it affirms a powerful notion of freedom, and it gives people what they have earned for themselves and therefore deserve.
—Michael J. Sandel






Chapter Three The Role of Biases and Social Processes

Belief in meritocracy is widespread in many contemporary societies and institutions. Indeed, most executives and managers now accept the common assumption that if their companies are to thrive in today’s competitive and dynamic marketplace, they must attract, hire, and retain highly talented and capable individuals. This assumption has created a series of imperatives to attract and recruit job candidates solely on their merits and to reward and promote hires on their performance and contributions to organizational success. Adding to these competitive pressures to hire the best, organizations worldwide have found themselves at the center of significant debates about their talent management practices and have faced intense public scrutiny over workplace inequity and diversity. Pressure to improve workplace fairness and opportunity for all, especially at the higher ranks, has left many leaders grappling with the persistent challenge of eliminating biases and social processes that favor certain groups over others.

That issue raises several questions. How do the design and implementation of meritocratic strategies help guarantee equal opportunity? Do such strategies help organizations achieve efficiency while increasing fairness and reducing biases in their talent management practices? Where and why can such efforts go wrong?

My main approach when collaborating with organizations has always been structural and inquisitive: (1) identify where and how biases, prejudices, and other critical social processes may be introduced and influence key people-related decision-making and outcomes; and (2) use such information to devise targeted interventions and solutions, many of them quite simple. (The harder work is frequently to figure out where the problems may lie.) This systematic approach often requires collecting and analyzing the necessary data to precisely locate the problems affecting an organization. It also requires critical consideration and evaluation of popular practices to find the most appropriate solution for a given company’s problems. Instead of mindlessly copying the practices others are using, it is vital to consider one’s own existing structures and culture, as well as the potential impact of such practices on key stakeholders such as top executives, managers, employees, and customers.1

Successfully implementing such an approach is challenging but offers great returns, which is why I have enjoyed working with organizations whose leaders were eager to identify potential issues and barriers to becoming a successful meritocracy. In 2018, for example, I started a research collaboration with a prominent North American pharmaceutical company to investigate why the company had gender and racial gaps in employee screening, hiring, and promotion. PharmaInc (a pseudonym) offers clients a wide variety of biopharmaceutical services worldwide. The company’s commitment, as articulated by its senior management team, was to attract and build a diverse and talented workforce. And an energetic and successful vice president of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), whom I’ll call Melinda, was appointed to implement initiatives that would accomplish this goal.

To start investigating PharmaInc’s gender and racial gaps, Melinda’s team and I collected information about employment applications as well as screening and selection decisions, including who had received an interview or an offer from the company since 2014. In this way, we were able to gather and code data on the education and experience of the entire population of candidates; we also received some data on performance reviews and promotion decisions for each candidate hired.

PharmaInc frequently hires clinical research associates, healthcare professionals who perform activities related to medical research. The company also recruits for clinical data analysts and many other key roles. PharmaInc was selective in its screening process: during our study period in mid- to late 2015, about 9.6 percent of applicants were invited to an interview, 6.5 percent accepted the invitation, and about 3.1 percent were ultimately hired. A preliminary analysis of hiring data revealed that female applicants were 10 percent more likely to receive an interview invitation but were 8 percent less likely to accept it. Women were 26 percent more likely to secure a job offer but also 12 percent less likely to accept the offer. One could not, therefore, conclude that the company was biased in favor of hiring men over women. Rather, it appeared that PharmaInc had a more challenging time getting women to accept its job interviews and offers. This finding prompted Melinda and her team to investigate further why. Because information about applicants’ race and ethnicity was missing in 88 percent of cases, we could not estimate interview and offer acceptance probabilities based on race. As a result, we could not determine whether a similar pattern applied to race and ethnicity.

Beyond recruitment and hiring, we wanted to address management’s concern about possible pay and promotion gaps between women, racially disadvantaged groups, and White men. We were also interested in exploring turnover across different demographic groups, although inconsistent performance data and poor tracking of key demographic data limited our ability to analyze post-hire outcomes. For instance, we could not investigate whether women and racially disadvantaged employees were less likely to get promoted or stay in the company compared to their White male peers after controlling for performance and professional achievement. Melinda and her team were eager to pursue this investigation because, like many business leaders in other organizations, they were making critical people management decisions primarily based on intuition, experience, advice, and guesswork, rather than relying on data-driven insights or careful analysis. Regrettably, neither could we study the extent to which top performers, regardless of gender or race, were leaving PharmaInc or where they went after their departure. Such information could greatly help an organization identify and properly address any retention challenges.

At the time we started our collaboration, PharmaInc had already implemented a DEI strategy to improve diversity at higher ranks. However, it had not systematically collected high-quality data on demographics or other personal characteristics that would have helped us identify equity challenges and start addressing them. Such data were spotty and not representative of the full population of applicants and hires—a circumstance I have often encountered when working with organizations. However, since 2018, as a result of our collaboration, PharmaInc has begun to collect data on applicants and employees. It also began gathering post-hire information about performance, training, and development opportunities to assess the effectiveness of its screening and selection practices.

Going forward, such data will greatly enhance the company’s ability to identify any talent management problems. PharmaInc’s goal of becoming a truly meritocratic organization was one of its main reasons for approaching me for a research collaboration. “We believe that having a diverse, equitable, and inclusive company leads to better patient and customer outcomes,” Melinda repeatedly stated. At the time, however, even a quick online search uncovered complaints about the company’s processes, with one former employee lamenting on social media “a lack of meritocracy in promotions.” I hope to return to PharmaInc and assess its progress using the company’s much-improved data-collection processes.

As PharmaInc and many other companies are learning, successfully implementing meritocracy requires having structures and procedures to help recruit, hire, evaluate, and advance employees with a diverse range of backgrounds and experiences. However, researchers have documented many biases and social processes that still affect key employment decisions, especially those related to selecting, evaluating, advancing, and rewarding employees from certain groups. In this chapter, I present research on organizational cultures and structures, individual biases, and other social processes that can affect employment outcomes. Awareness of these processes can help you design and implement talent management processes that are meritocratic, fair, and inclusive. I will particularly discuss research on cognitive biases and stereotypes and scholarship that highlights processes and obstacles that introduce bias and favoritism, affect fairness and the equal distribution of opportunity for all, or interfere with hiring, rewarding, and advancing employees purely on merit.

Rather than listing all potential barriers to true meritocracy, I chose to concentrate this chapter on the ones that, in my research experience, are most common in today’s organizations and businesses.


Gender and Racial Biases in the Workplace

According to a 2021 Pew Research Center survey that recruited respondents from seventeen countries, including the United States, Canada, Australia, France, Germany, Italy, and Spain, people globally are concerned about racial and ethnic disparities.2 Most survey respondents believed racial discrimination to be a serious or very serious problem in their societies. Concerning gender, across thirty-four countries surveyed by the Pew Research Center in 2020, a median of 94 percent of respondents thought it was important for women in their country to have the same rights and opportunities as men, with 74 percent saying this was very important. Yet, the majority of respondents in most European countries surveyed, as well as in the United States, Canada, Australia, Japan, South Korea, and Israel, believed that men in their countries had more opportunities to get high-paying jobs.3

Surveys such as those reflect respondents’ perceptions of potential gender and racial biases. Additional work estimates the degree to which demographic inequalities persist in certain organizations, occupations, and industries. For instance, women earn an average of 85 percent of what men earn, according to a 2025 report by the Pew Research Center.4 Even though such statistics on average earnings are heavily cited by the media and the public, they do not account for differences that arise from the jobs, workplaces, and industries in which women are more (or less) likely to work. Women, for instance, are reported to be more likely than men to work in professional and related occupations, but within this professional category alone, the percentage of men employed in higher-paying jobs is larger than that of women.5 A potential explanation for such a wage gap is that women tend to be employed in jobs and occupations that pay less than men. Therefore, in addition to equalizing salaries within given occupations and jobs, we need to ensure greater demographic representation in jobs that historically have been dominated by one group.

Furthermore, women are more likely than men to work part-time jobs with lower hourly wages; such part-time work may also come with reduced job flexibility and limited or even no access to family- or life-friendly benefits.6 Consequently, corporate and national-level policies that aim to increase hourly wages for women working part-time, improve their work-life balance, and ensure access to benefits such as paid leave and advanced notice of work schedules could be helpful as well.

To assist with the computation of statistics regarding key labor market outcomes, the US Department of Labor provides an online interactive tool that shows earnings by sex, race, and occupation. One can also access the US Census Bureau’s Quarterly Workforce Indicators (see the Census Bureau’s Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics [LEHD] application and survey) to compute additional statistics related to employment, job creation and elimination, pay, and hiring and retention.7 Some of those statistics can be computed by individual characteristics (sex, race, age, and education) and also by contextual variables such as time, geography, and company characteristics (ownership, age, and size). Ideally, your organization should aim to provide comparable demographic statistics for various stages of its people management processes, from applicants to hires, promotions, transfers, and turnover. A few research centers worldwide provide many additional data resources online.

Such platforms and data may help academics and managers obtain aggregate reports about key variables relating to employment outcomes. Less comprehensive and systematic information is often available about particular people management practices implemented by employers. The analysis of employment-related outcomes by employees’ demographic and personal characteristics can ultimately help locate where demographic disparities may exist, but it may not help identify the reasons for such disparities. To identify what those reasons are, more information is vital because many people-related processes may introduce, reduce, or maintain biases, stereotypes, and other social noise that affect key employment outcomes.

Among the important processes that affect the composition of a workforce, as well as other demographic differences in outcomes, are those concerning hiring and post-hire phases such as (1) attracting and recruiting candidates, (2) screening and selecting hires, (3) onboarding new hires, (4) training and developing employees, (5) assessing and rewarding employee performance, (6) compensating and promoting employees, and (7) terminating or retaining employees. Breaking down these broad people-related processes into specific phases and employer-employee choice points (that is, points at which organizational members make key employment decisions for the organization) allows leaders to locate precisely where their organizations may currently face challenges in implementing a meritocratic approach and how they might, in turn, most effectively intervene to address those challenges.



Talent Management Systems Are Not Meritocratic

Often, as was the case for PharmaInc, companies have not collected employee data or data on key employment outcomes that are necessary for identifying and targeting their fairness challenges. Collecting and analyzing such data requires significant commitment, effort, and resources. Even more challenging to study are the factors that contribute to demographic gaps in employment outcomes. That said, social scientists have made great progress in studying mechanisms that potentially account for demographic biases and inequality in employment-related decisions.

This area of study goes back to the 1970s, when scholars started to collaborate with a few companies, governments, public organizations, and foundations with the goal of getting inside the “black box” of how organizational hiring and selection practices may be creating and sustaining biases and stereotypes in occupations, organizations, and labor markets. Many organizations additionally collect survey data from job seekers and employees on some of these key hiring and work decisions. Although most of those data collection efforts are not representative of the population, and although issues may exist with the data collection processes, they can still produce findings that could generate potential hypotheses, explanations, or preliminary relevant evidence pertaining to your workforce.8 In other words, such findings can be a starting point for identifying what your organizational challenges may be and generating solutions that can solve them.

In addition to these data and reports, a substantive body of research investigates either the demand side of the labor market (that is, how employers decide which candidates to hire or promote) or the supply side (that is, how job seekers and employees choose their education, jobs, and careers). On the demand side, scholars have studied how employers’ preferences and biases may affect employees’ careers.9 On the supply side, several empirical studies have reported that job seekers’ expectations and choices influence career outcomes, such as disparities in the types of jobs men and women apply for.10 These studies often offer valuable insights into what organizations can do to locate and mitigate biases so they can operate as true meritocracies.

Certain negative effects and challenges are easier to address than others. The “supply-side problems” (those stemming from job seekers’ actions and decisions), such as low demographic diversity in the pool of qualified employees for certain occupations, are hard to address. Yet, that should not be a reason not to try to address them. Ironically, believing that it is a supply-side problem can be biased in itself and should not, therefore, be given as an excuse for not effectively fostering meritocracy and fairness in the workplace.

By contrast, research also points to the “demand side” (such as employers’ processes and decisions) as a potential source of biases and social processes that prevent organizations from achieving meritocracy. Classic studies of workplace inequality and organizations have documented demographic disparities, not only in North America but worldwide. In the tradition of studying particular occupations, organizations, and industries, an extensive body of research has shown that organizations play an important role in generating and sustaining workplace inequality.11 To date, the research has largely focused on identifying and testing the various mechanisms that may contribute to gender and racial inequality in pay and career advancement within organizations.

In 2004, Trond Petersen and Ishak Saporta provided a valuable framework outlining three primary organizational processes that may result in employer biases and even discrimination in work outcomes.12 The first of these processes, which they call allocative discrimination, has been extensively studied in empirical research. Allocative discrimination occurs when social groups such as women and racially disadvantaged groups are sorted into different kinds of jobs or occupations with unequal pay compared to White men, whether through hiring, career advancement, or retention.13 In practical terms, this pattern suggests that demographic biases may shape employers’ decisions about who gets hired, promoted, transferred, or terminated. A simple bivariate statistic, such as the proportion of women or racial groups being promoted across different work units, can serve as a starting point to determine if allocative discrimination is an issue in your organization. However, such an analysis is not complete enough to determine whether gender and racial biases are operating in your promotion decision-making processes. Further data collection and analysis are necessary to rule out alternative (and often, reasonable) explanations or factors that account for any such finding.

Many other studies have examined a second process, which Petersen and Saporta labeled within-job wage discrimination, whereby women and historically disadvantaged groups earn lower wages than White men within a given occupation and work establishment.14 Many extensions of this work study career outcomes other than wages, such as work benefits, access to key perks, flexibility, and developmental opportunities. Here again, a basic test comparing how wages for the same job title are distributed across different demographic groups of employees in your organization can be a starting point to examine whether demographic biases are operating at this level. However, additional data collection and analysis are, once again, necessary to rule out alternative explanations for why those within-job disparities exist and to ultimately assess whether this is an actual problem that your organization faces.

Finally, some research has investigated a third process, valuative discrimination, whereby jobs and occupations dominated by women and racially disadvantaged groups are paid less despite having equivalent wage-relevant factors (skill, education, and ability requirements), simply because they are valued less.15 This process is more about evaluating the work and contributions made by groups of individuals based on their demographics, with scholars raising the concern that decision-makers may devalue certain occupations because of personal biases and prejudices. This research also highlights post-hiring dynamics in which organizations assess employee performance and allocate resources and developmental opportunities to roles they consider more valuable—roles that often tend to be dominated by certain demographic groups.

Related to this prior work, a wide body of empirical studies, many experimental, has documented how demographic biases may be introduced during performance evaluations, a central component of current talent management systems.16 Beyond performance evaluations, many scholars have argued that employers’ images of the “preferred or ideal” worker are culturally inscribed in organizations and societies.17 These preferred images guide employers to subconsciously distort judgments about the quality of job applicants.18 This problem affects the evaluation of candidates and their success in getting jobs and promotions in the workplace.19

A classic study in this tradition by Monica Biernat and Diane Kobrynowicz showed that participants in a simulated evaluation of job applicants set lower minimum-competency standards but higher ability standards for women than for men and for Blacks than for Whites.20 In the case of race, similarly, a follow-up set of experiments found that this tendency to shift standards significantly reduced the funding allocation given to a Black student organization compared to a White student organization.21



It Is Not Just Gender and Race

There have been many extensions of this type of research, whether through the study of experimental or survey data or the study of organizational data related to hiring, promotion, training, and pay. Scholars have examined other demographic and personal characteristics, such as motherhood, nationality, sexual orientation, disability, and religion, and the way that such personal characteristics have been shown to bias employment or educational decisions.


The Motherhood Penalty

For instance, researchers have found that mothers may experience additional disadvantages in the workforce compared to childless women, including a per-child wage penalty. Strong empirical evidence of this “motherhood penalty” in hiring practices, starting salaries, and perceived competence was first found in a study published in 2007 that included an experiment with students and also an audit study of real organizations in the United States.22 Michelle Budig and Paula England introduced the phrase motherhood penalty in their 2001 study of data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, where they showed that women experienced an hourly pay penalty of 15 percent per child under age five. For Black and Indigenous women, the pay penalty was nearly 20 percent.23

Since then, additional research has documented evidence of such a penalty in many countries, including the United Kingdom, Japan, and the Netherlands. Studies suggest that this penalty may account for an important proportion of the gender pay gap. In practical terms, it is, as The Economist put it, a “struggle to reduce the motherhood penalty.”24 Even worse, there is little evidence that the penalty has declined over time,25 with many warning that the COVID-19 pandemic likely made it even worse.

Empirical studies have further shown that visibly pregnant women are perceived as less dependable, less committed to their jobs and organizations, and more irrational and emotional than equally qualified non-visibly-pregnant women. Other studies find, however, that men are not necessarily penalized for being fathers. Many empirically tested explanations for the motherhood penalty have to do with biased perceptions of competence and commitment to the job, as captured by participants’ responses to stereotypical statements such as the following: “Mothers are devoted to their children more than their job,” “Mothers will take time off from work when their children get sick,” “Mothers get distracted on the job as they care for their children; as a result, mothers have lower productivity than fathers,” and “Mothers need flexible schedules to take care of their children.”26



Nationality

A long stream of research has investigated the extent to which individuals from certain countries may be favored in workplace decisions. In one research project, Ben Rissing from the ILR School at Cornell University and I studied how government agents at the US Department of Labor influence key employment outcomes for immigrants.27 Annually, hundreds of thousands of immigrants look for legal employment in the United States. Despite US laws prohibiting nationality-based discrimination, originating with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, we found that the labor certification decisions of government agents—one crucial stage of today’s US immigration review process toward the legalization of work—varied significantly depending on the nationality of the immigrants, even after controlling for employer-, individual-, and occupation-level controls. These controls in our models allowed us to compare applicants from different countries working in similar occupations and for similar employers.

In particular, we found that all Asian citizenship groups are as likely or more likely to obtain labor certification approval compared with Canadian immigrants, even when they have the same occupation and work for the same employer.28 We chose Canada as the reference category because of its similarities with the United States, particularly in terms of geographic proximity, English fluency, GDP growth, and unemployment levels.29 Latin American immigrants, by contrast, were less likely than Canadians to get approval. In our study, immigrants from Mexico, Brazil, Colombia, and Venezuela were 35, 22, 21, and 18 percent less likely, respectively, than Canadians to get approval.

This research, like many other studies, cautions that biases and preferences for individuals of certain nationalities may still prevail in decision-making processes, not only within government entities but also across other organizations. This issue is likely exacerbated in times when immigration faces heavy criticism from populists and the far right.30



Sexual Orientation

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) individuals are also reported to be disadvantaged in hiring, pay, and promotion decisions. A seminal audit study published in 2011 by András Tilcsik was among the first large-scale experimental investigations into employer discrimination against openly gay men in the United States.31 This study gathered unique audit data from various states with differing levels of popular acceptance of homosexuality and varying degrees of legal protection for LGBT employees.32 Pairs of fictitious résumés, for a total of 3,538 résumés, were sent in response to the postings of 1,769 jobs in seven different states. Within each pair, while one résumé was written to signal an applicant’s involvement in a gay campus organization, the other résumé was written to signal an applicant’s involvement in a control organization.

Analyses of the collected data estimated that gay applicants had a 7.2 percent probability of obtaining a positive “callback” from employers (typically an email response or phone call by someone in the hiring organization), while equally qualified heterosexual applicants had an 11.5 percent probability. The 4.3 percentage points difference was statistically significant. Furthermore, in some US states, Tilcsik found greater discrimination against gay applicants. This geographic variation, the author argues, reflects regional differences in attitudes and antidiscrimination laws, with, for instance, lower callback rates for gay applicants in southern and midwestern states such as Texas, Florida, and Ohio (3.5, 5.5, and 5.5 percent, respectively).33

Prior to this large-scale US audit study of sexual orientation, one correspondence audit study of 163 nearly equivalent résumés sent to law firms in Ontario had reported that for both men and women, the gay-identified résumés received a lower number of interview invitations than the unlabeled résumés.34 A similar correspondence audit study assessed discrimination against lesbians in Austria.35 In that study, over 1,200 applications with female names were sent out in response to 613 clerical job postings in Vienna. Résumés indicating a lesbian orientation (with the résumé listing volunteered experience in the gay and lesbian movement) were about 12 percentage points less likely to get an interview invitation than the control résumé (indicating volunteer experience in a nonprofit cultural or educational center).36 In another study, the researcher sent pairs of applications from fictitious men to 1,714 job openings in Athens, Greece.37 Less than 14 percent of the applications signaling gay identity (past volunteer involvement in the “Athenian Homosexual Community”) received a positive callback; by contrast, 40 percent of the applications with the control signal (past involvement in an environmental group) received an employer callback.

Since then, additional studies have continued to find that gay men encounter exclusion, bullying, and poverty to a greater degree than heterosexual men.38 One meta-analysis of twenty-four articles published between 2012 and 2020 reported that in most empirical studies, gay and bisexual men earned significantly less than comparable heterosexual men, with a few study exceptions. The same meta-analysis also reported that lesbian women earned more than heterosexual women.39

LGBT disadvantage has been reported to be greater within science and engineering environments. Erin Cech and Michelle Pham analyzed representative data for more than thirty thousand workers in six STEM-related federal agencies in the United States. Compared to their non-LGBT peers, LGBT employees reported significantly more negative workplace experiences, particularly in measures relating to perceived treatment and work satisfaction.40



Disability

Research has also shown that employees with disabilities face employment barriers and workplace disparities. Some of these findings link the disparities to attitudes about disability and its effects on productivity and other work outcomes. In the United States, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)—which came into effect in July 1992, after being signed into law in 1990—requires employers to accommodate disabled employees and bans discrimination against the disabled in hiring, firing, and pay determinations. Understandably, researchers have been interested in investigating whether this policy intervention has worked to improve the employment of individuals with disabilities.

A landmark study on this topic, analyzing data from the US Current Population Surveys from 1988 until 1997, revealed a surprisingly substantial decline in employment among disabled male workers of all ages and female workers under forty after the ADA came into effect, with no significant impact on wages.41 In such study, Daron Acemoglu and Joshua D. Angrist suggest that the sharp decline could be due to the cost of the ADA not being anticipated by employers before the law became effective. Even though the number of disabled employees receiving disability transfers (that is, payments from the disability insurance and supplemental security income) increased at the same time, the reduction in their employment did not seem to be explained by these disability transfers alone, “leaving the ADA as a likely cause.”42

This study’s findings of discrimination against workers with disabilities were corroborated by similar studies conducted in countries such as France and Belgium, where researchers sent job applications to real employers, manipulating whether the applicant disclosed a disability and, if so, what kind of disability. In the French study, fictitious job applications from highly qualified able-bodied candidates were 1.78 times more likely to receive employer callbacks than those from otherwise similar applicants with paraplegia.43 In the Belgian study, fictitious applications disclosing a disability (blindness, deafness, or autism) had a 47 percent lower callback rate than similar applications indicating no disability.44

One proposed explanation for such disadvantage is “statistical discrimination”: employers may think that disabled workers are, on average, less productive and more costly to employ, and this assumption may lead to a higher likelihood of statistical discrimination against the disabled. In this regard, researchers have further investigated potential biases against disabled individuals, particularly those with disabilities that are unlikely to affect productivity. After sending fictitious job applications to over six thousand accounting jobs for which the applicants’ disabilities were unlikely to affect their job productivity, a team of researchers found that candidates with disabilities had 26 percent lower employer interest than applicants without disabilities.45 These gaps were similar across types of disability: one third of the cover letters disclosed that the applicant had a spinal cord injury, one third disclosed the presence of Asperger’s syndrome, and one third did not mention disability.

Many other audit studies have focused on disability.46 Additional empirical work has explored the effect of one or more individual characteristics, such as mental health and physical appearance, on some key outcomes.47 More research and organizational interventions are needed to help disabled job seekers find jobs in which they are more likely to be successful, particularly since many of their disabilities do not affect their ability to perform well in certain roles and positions.



Religion

Researchers have also studied how religious affiliation affects workplace outcomes. In the United States, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act explicitly prohibits discrimination based on religion regarding any aspects or conditions of employment, including hiring, pay and benefits, training, promotions, and terminations. However, a 2013 review of major workplace studies found that religious discrimination continues to be a major concern in the American workplace. This conclusion is based on the rising number of religious discrimination claims reported over time by the US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC).48 Some explanations for this increase include legal ambiguities, greater religious diversity in the American workforce, increased public expression of religious beliefs, and the intersection of religion with other identities such as national origin or race.

In one 2014 audit study, the researchers submitted 3,200 résumés to eight hundred jobs located near two major southern US cities.49 For each job posting, they sent four applications with varying biographical details but equivalent job qualifications. Each résumé was randomly assigned to one of seven experimental conditions—identification as atheist, Catholic, evangelical Christian, Jewish, pagan, Muslim, a fictitious religion they called “Wallonian,” or a control group with no religious identification. The findings were quite clear: compared to the control group of résumés that displayed no religious affiliation, mentioning any religious affiliation in the résumés resulted in 29 percent fewer emails and 33 percent fewer phone calls from employers. Such antireligious bias was not found only for specific religious groups but also for the fictitious religion as well—the Wallonians! Muslims were consistently reported as facing high levels of callback discrimination, with 38 percent fewer emails and 54 percent fewer phone calls from employers compared to the control group.

Religious discrimination has also been found outside the United States. A study conducted in Greece sent fictitious job applications using résumés that randomly assigned affiliation to Greece’s majority religion (Greek Orthodox) or one of three minority religions (Pentecostal, evangelical, and Jehovah’s Witnesses). Religious minorities received fewer interview invitations from employers, especially for more prestigious occupations (in the study, these were office jobs), compared to less prestigious jobs (industry, restaurant and café services, and retail sales).50 They also received lower entry wages and higher wait times for a callback from employers compared to the religious majority. Another research team examined the discriminatory impact of caste and religion on employment in India. The team sent out over 3,100 fictitious résumés to 371 job positions in the information technology sector in New Delhi. They found caste discrimination for call center jobs, not software jobs.51

A few studies have examined the specific challenges religious minorities face in North America, Europe, and Australia, particularly Muslims during screening and selection.52 Researchers have further reported that the applicants’ sex and whether they wear religious identifiers such as the hijab may further intensify discrimination in the hiring of Muslims.53 Other religious groups, such as Sikhs who “look Muslim,” also seem to face discrimination, likely because people often incorrectly link religion with ethnicity or national origin.54 Scholars have also looked at how employees perceive religious discrimination in the workplace.55

Additionally, personal details posted by job seekers on social media platforms could affect their recruiting and hiring experiences. In one study, researchers created profiles for job seekers on popular social network sites and manipulated their religion.56 After creating these profiles, the researchers submitted job applications on the fictitious candidates’ behalf to more than four thousand US employers. The study found no significant difference in callback rates between Muslim and Christian candidates. However, employers in Republican areas showed significantly more bias against Muslim candidates compared to Christian candidates. In these areas, about 17 percent of Christian applicants received interview invitations, whereas only 2 percent of Muslim applicants did.57




Concealing Stigmatized Aspects of Identity

An individual’s identity includes many aspects beyond group affiliations, and some are clearly visible. When recruiters and hiring managers first meet a job candidate, they may assume they can clearly see certain aspects of the candidate’s identity that may make them view the candidate more or less favorably. But many aspects of candidates’ identities may not be visible at all.

In attempting to mitigate the negative impacts of particular identities, often those stigmatized or less favored, some candidates may choose to manage the information they convey about themselves. As far back as the 1960s, Erving Goffman observed in Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity that stigmatized individuals often conceal their stigma to “pass” as members of the dominant, nonstigmatized group. This concealing strategy aims to avoid the negative impact of stigma on their professional and personal opportunities. Another way of managing stigmatized aspects of one’s identity is to actively conceal them.58 Goffman calls this approach “covering.” This strategy is commonly used to mitigate the potential negative effects of bias and prejudice, particularly in the case of sexual orientation.59 Covering part of one’s identity can also be consistent with personal values and personality traits; for instance, a private person may choose not to share personal information in a job interview.

A series of multimethod studies published in 2016 made an important contribution to this research tradition. Sonia K. Kang and colleagues examined racially disadvantaged groups’ attempts to combat employment discrimination by downplaying or concealing racial cues in their job applications; this strategy has been called “résumé whitening.”60 In their first study, the researchers interviewed twenty-nine Black and thirty Asian university students who were actively looking for full-time jobs or internships to identify common “résumé whitening” techniques the students employed. The interviews uncovered two types of résumé whitening: changing their first name and modifying the description of some of their experiences. Such résumé changes could involve omitting experiences that may give racial cues and even making the applicant appear more likely to be White—by, for instance, altering the description of one listed type of experience or adding “Whiter” details to the résumé.

The same authors also conducted an audit study in which they sent fictitious résumés in response to 1,600 entry-level job vacancies in sixteen US metropolitan areas. As in their interviews, the researchers focused on Black and Asian job seekers. The study’s manipulation of résumé whitening consisted of (1) no whitening, (2) whitening the first name, (3) whitening the experience, or (4) whitening both the first name and experience in the résumé. Employer callbacks were significantly higher for whitened résumés than for those that included ethnic information, despite all résumés including identical qualifications; 25 percent of Black applicants with whitened résumés received callbacks, while only 10 percent received callbacks when including their ethnic information. For Asians, 21 percent received calls when they used whitened résumés, whereas 11.5 percent received responses when their résumés included racial cues.

In this respect, the iceberg metaphor has been helpful when exploring identity and detecting and addressing potential sources of bias and favoritism.61 You can only see a small part of an iceberg above the waterline (about 10 to 13 percent, by many estimates). Much like an iceberg, only a few aspects of someone’s identity are visible. As a result, one important conclusion is that certain aspects of a person’s identity, especially if visible or disclosed, can affect their careers if biases or preferences influence decision-making. This implies that organizations serious about equality of opportunity should be aware of the many cognitive biases and prejudices against certain individuals or aspects of their identity that are potentially at play in the workplace.



People Are Not Meritocratic

When key decision-makers choose which candidates to interview, hire, or promote, they are making decisions that are key to the operation of a true meritocracy. Decision-making in educational and labor markets has long been the foundation for many theories in the social sciences. Researchers in social psychology, for instance, have made great progress in studying how our cognitive biases affect decision-making of all kinds. One important strand of this research relates to key employment-related decisions about individuals with different demographic characteristics.

A line of research that has grown in popularity since the early 2010s investigates the implicit biases that individuals may have. The popular Implicit Association Test (IAT), for instance, aims to help individuals discover potential gender and racial prejudices that may lie beneath their awareness. This test aims to measure implicit bias, that is, any automatic reaction that can affect our understanding, actions, and decision-making. It helps us find our “blind spots,” the hidden demographic biases that “good people” may have.62 The IAT was first introduced in 1988 by Anthony Greenwald, Debbie McGhee, and Jordan Schwartz. In the 1990s, Greenwald began developing these tests collaboratively with Mahzarin Banaji and Brian Nosek.

Implicit Association Tests were introduced to help researchers and practitioners measure and illustrate implicit biases that surveys and self-reports may not measure. These tests often consist of an online exercise that requires participants to press specific keys on a keyboard to classify words or images that appear onscreen.63 Participants’ response time to various combinations of stimuli reveals the mental associations they make, often without being fully aware of them. These tests have been used to investigate unconscious and automatic thought processes in various contexts, including among employers, police, and jurors.

Data from Project Implicit, a virtual laboratory and educational outreach organization that promotes research on implicit cognition (cofounded by Greenwald, Banaji, and Nosek), show that 75 percent of respondents who have taken an IAT about gender have associated men more closely with work roles and women more closely with family roles. While the assumption is that managers and recruiters with higher IAT gender scores (greater gender bias) would tend to favor men over women in their hiring decisions, the predictive validity of this assumption has been questioned because evidence of its real-world impact remains limited.64 Along these lines, a 2015 doctoral dissertation presented the results of three empirical studies that suggested that even though strongly held gender attitudes were found across all three studies, such implicit associations did not “consistently translate into behavior in the manner predicted,” leading the author, Jo-Anne Kandola, to conclude that “the IAT may only predict workplace gender discrimination in a very select set of circumstances.”65 In the case of race, many studies have examined the extent to which the IAT can predict ethnic and racial discrimination, with a number of them showing weak (in fact, practically negligible) associations between the observed IAT scores of the participants and their later discriminatory behaviors.66

The most frequently cited examples of implicit bias come from studies of race and gender across various organizational contexts. However, the IAT has also been used to study other types of implicit biases, such as those relating to age,67 religion,68 sexual orientation,69 political preference,70 disability,71 and weight.72 Researchers and practitioners alike continue to extend the study of implicit associations to many other aspects of individuals’ identities. Some scholars have also studied to what extent specific organizational processes and routines may introduce new forms of bias or activate existing ones, such as during the evaluation of job candidates or promotion decisions.73

The effectiveness of Implicit Association Tests, however, has been the subject of substantial academic and popular debate, with many having identified reasonable and often significant issues regarding their validity, reliability, and usefulness in assessing (not to mention reducing) implicit biases and their impact in hiring and post-hiring work decisions.74 Regardless of whether implicit (or explicit) biases and stereotypes affect our actions and decision-making, scholars have also been interested in understanding the rationale for discriminatory employment decisions based on gender, race, and other personal characteristics. One important conclusion of such work is that not all biases and stereotypes are necessarily “unfair,” as I explain below.

Most economic explanations for labor market discrimination center around two rival theories: taste-based discrimination theory versus statistical discrimination theory. These theories are relevant for decision-making in meritocratic organizations because they implicitly consider equal opportunity and help sustain and justify unequal career outcomes.

According to taste-based theories of discrimination in employment, decision-makers may favor White men over women and racially disadvantaged groups when screening and hiring, even when they submit comparable applications.75 This taste-based argument assumes that gender or racial animus on the part of the employer is the key reason for disadvantaging women and racially disadvantaged groups and, consequently, could be labeled as unfair.76 For example, an employer might favor hiring a man over an equally qualified woman simply because of their preference for hiring men.

By contrast, statistical theories do not assume employers’ gender or racial animus.77 The statistical-based argument assumes that decision-makers will infer details about the prospective candidate from aggregate-level data about others in the same demographic group. For example, an employer might favor men over women in hiring for physically demanding warehouse work that involves heavy lifting based on the assumption that women, who have, on average, less muscular strength than men, are less likely to be able to do the work for a long time without sustaining an injury. Following this reasoning, even unbiased decision-makers might rely on demographic stereotypes about the average abilities and performance of candidates from different backgrounds during the hiring process.78

These two theories are important in the context of meritocracy and talent management systems. The “taste-based” advantage focuses on candidates of a particular demographic group being favored even when other candidates have comparable qualifications and competencies. This approach is antimeritocratic in that it ignores some candidates’ relevant merits. By contrast, the “statistical-based” advantage argues that decision-makers prefer candidates from certain demographic groups because members of that group are, on average, more qualified and better performers in a particular role.

As a result of this theorizing, many scholars and commentators have concluded that taste discrimination is “bad” and inefficient, while statistical discrimination is not. Some social scientists even characterize statistical discrimination as fair and morally defensible.79 David Autor noted in one course at MIT that economists generally believe that employers “ ‘should’ statistically discriminate because it is profit-maximizing, it is not motivated by animus, and it is arguably ‘fair’ since it treats people with the same expected productivity identically (though not necessarily with the same actual productivity).”80 Marianne Bertrand and Esther Duflo echoed this sentiment, arguing that statistical discrimination is “theoretically efficient” and “more easily defendable in ethical terms under the utilitarian argument,” further suggesting that “statistical discrimination can also be argued to be ‘fair’.. . . In fact, many economists would most likely support allowing statistical discrimination as a good policy, even where it is now illegal.”81

However, András Tilcsik has pointed out that using the word statistical may reinforce the idea of discrimination as a “rational, calculated decision.”82 He proposes that the concept of statistical discrimination can, in fact, rationalize stereotypes and lead decision-makers to consider demographic stereotyping rational, useful, and acceptable, ultimately justifying and resulting in discriminatory decisions. Through an experimental study of over two thousand participants with managerial experience, Tilcsik found that individuals’ exposure to statistical discrimination theory increased their belief in the accuracy of stereotypes, their acceptance of stereotyping, and their engagement in gender discrimination in a hiring exercise. However, when participants were exposed to a critical commentary on statistical discrimination theory, this small intervention significantly reduced gender disparities in hiring outcomes.

The research reviewed up to now has some important practical implications: Organizations should design and implement organizational processes that help decision-makers base their employment-related decisions on relevant employment information about individuals rather than allowing implicit or explicit preferences, biases, and stereotypes to operate during such decisions. In this respect, scholars and practitioners alike have advocated for training individuals to be aware of their demographic biases; the most common recommendation is training that uses the IAT, even though the extent to which such trainings actually help promote unbiased and fair key decision-making remains an empirical concern.83 Along these lines, many have warned that although IAT training is popular, it may not succeed at addressing workplace disparities and unfairness issues.84 Part of the problem may be that companies rely too heavily on implicit bias training as a panacea, neglecting to address important structural and systemic issues that contribute to bias and barriers to achieving meritocracy in practice.

Distinguishing between taste-based and statistical-based discrimination in the real world is extremely difficult. One approach, as I propose later in this book, is to use data that measure the quality of the applicant (pre-hire) as well as job performance (post-hire); such data can help validate the relevance of the “merits” used when screening and selecting candidates. They can help assess the extent to which individuals receive desirable opportunities regardless of their demographic and other personal characteristics irrelevant to the job. Such data are generally challenging to observe, collect, and analyze in real organizational settings, but they are crucial for ensuring equitable and meritocratic processes and outcomes.



Social Networks Help Some People but Not Others

Social networks and their use can also influence an organization’s attempts to be meritocratic. Countless articles and blogs highlight the need to “network” because it is relevant for our careers, regardless of occupation, industry, and even demographics.85 “If you want to be successful, you need to spend time networking,” Bonnie Marcus advised in a May 2018 Forbes article. Numerous books and articles emphasize the role of networks, whom to network with, how to network successfully, what aspects of networking may be most relevant to our careers, and even “how to master non-awkward, effective in-person networking.”86 Many professionals read articles with titles such as “The Networking Advice No One Tells You,” “How to Network Effectively,” or even “How Leaders Create and Use Networks,” a classic article by Herminia Ibarra and Mark Lee Hunter that appeared in Harvard Business Review.87

The idea that people use networks to advance their careers is not new. Mark Granovetter’s classic insight—that weak (that is, less close) connections in our social networks are the most powerful source for finding employment opportunities—has long generated enormous interest, not only from academics but also from employers and professionals.88 Granovetter proposed that within a network of strong ties (family, friends, or work colleagues), people to whom we have weak ties (that is, acquaintances or a stranger with some common trait or background) can help us bridge to other networks. In the job search and hiring context, those bridges can provide potentially more helpful information than that provided by strong ties because the weak ties may connect us to relevant, non-redundant job information and opportunities that we don’t already know about.

Most empirical studies on social networks and employment trace their origins to Granovetter’s classic research.89 Scholars have further investigated why weak ties are more useful for job seekers.90 Some researchers have analyzed the conditions under which strong ties may indeed benefit an individual’s career.91 Other research efforts have replicated the original findings on the impact of weak ties on employment outcomes by relying on more rigorous methods or unique research settings.92 And fifty years after the seminal work by Granovetter, a large-scale study of job seekers on LinkedIn continues to find that weaker social ties are more beneficial for job seekers than stronger ties.93

Instead of comparing the returns of weak versus strong ties, some scholars have explored whether networking is better than common employment search methods.94 One study reported that about half of job changers learn of their new jobs from someone in their network, and about half of job seekers use their networks to search for jobs.95 It further claimed that job seekers who use personal ties to search for or find a job achieve higher initial wages.96 Other classic studies have shown that job seekers who network tend to achieve higher occupational status,97 are better matched to their jobs,98 and experience shorter periods of unemployment.99

In my work, I have shown that newer informal approaches to networking, such as providing application endorsements (in quick emails or phone calls), can also significantly improve an applicant’s chances of securing an interview and ultimately obtaining an offer.100 Notably, the particular kinds of networks and network practices that are beneficial for individuals in today’s labor markets are likely different from those studied in the past. For instance, technological tools (email, social media, videoconferencing, and many other online platforms) have influenced how we work and interact with one another and, consequently, have created new social norms around networking and socializing. They will likely continue to shape how we network and the effectiveness of certain networking practices.

Social networks have major relevance for attempts to achieve meritocracy and equity in organizations and businesses. Not surprisingly, scholars have been interested in investigating how such networks may advantage certain demographic groups. For instance, studies have assessed the extent to which the positive returns from using networks vary by race, gender, or prior socioeconomic status.101 In this line of inquiry, researchers have studied whether women and racially disadvantaged groups have access to the “right networks,” that is, networks that help them find good companies, jobs, and career prospects.102 Some studies suggest that women and certain racial groups are more likely than White men to find jobs through personal networks.103 Other studies report that women and racially disadvantaged groups are often stuck in the “wrong networks”: either they are excluded from more powerful and influential White male networks,104 or they count on networks that are less effective than those of White men.105

Demographic differences in the network structure seem to be explanations for why women and racially disadvantaged groups may gain different employment and career benefits from networks compared to White men.106 An emerging area of research seeks to investigate whether White men, compared to women and the racially disadvantaged, may use their networks differently and subsequently have different outcomes.107

In my study of the use of endorsements in an application process at a selective business school, even though I found no difference in the selection returns of application endorsement based on the applicant’s gender or race, I did find that female and racially disadvantaged professionals may have different perceptions than White men about informal networking, especially instrumental informal networking such as asking for an endorsement.108 In that study, women and certain racial groups were less likely to ask someone to endorse their applications than were White men. From interviews, I concluded that such gendered and racial disparity is partly due to women and racially disadvantaged groups being less comfortable than White men when asking for an endorsement, expressing more equity and fairness concerns about the practice, being more concerned about societal expectations and third-party perceptions, or relying more on their qualifications and formal network methods throughout the application process.109

In some cases, differential returns to networking reflect conditions beyond the individual’s control. For instance, certain social groups may find it more challenging than others to access and activate network resources. One classic study of high school students found that even though Black and White students had the same teachers, Black students were less likely to receive informal mentorship and “first-job” referrals from those teachers.110

Since networks influence the matching of individuals to jobs, they can potentially influence workplace segregation (how workers are sorted into jobs), typically along gender and racial lines.111 Indeed, some researchers have claimed that demographic homophily in network usage may steer certain groups toward low-status jobs during the job search,112 and some research has found that racial differences in job seeker hiring outcomes and salary negotiations disappear when the employment models control for job seekers’ use of referrals.113 Firm-level studies indicate that women are more likely to make referrals than men, and they also tend to refer other women disproportionately.114 Moreover, women who use networks to search for jobs tend to end up in female-dominated occupations.115 Similarly, workers who learned of their jobs from personal contacts of their same ethnicity tend to work in ethnically segregated jobs.116

Beyond hiring and selection, scholars have investigated how networks affect individuals’ employment outcomes once inside organizations, such as socialization, on-the-job training, performance, advancement, and retention.117 One study of low-income workers recounts how some referrers were particularly interested in helping their friends find jobs, training them, and ensuring they kept those jobs.118

Some scholars have also investigated how workers’ use of and returns from networks vary across their careers.119 Along similar lines, researchers suggest that various aspects of an employee’s position within the organization’s network structure have a significant impact on their career. Using data on the personal networks of managers in a number of single-firm studies, Ronald S. Burt has repeatedly found that employees who span more “structural holes” (that is, employees who can act as a mediator between two or more closely connected groups of individuals, in turn leading to the transfer of valuable information from one group to another) receive higher performance evaluations and bonuses, more frequent promotions, and are even more creative and innovative.120

All of this research highlights how important it is for organizations to pay particular attention to how networks may be affecting their most important management decisions concerning people. Leaders need to ensure that network processes do not introduce a preference for certain types of individuals; otherwise, networks could attract employees for reasons other than their talents and merits. Taken together, these studies highlight both the complexity of and the necessity for close analysis of how exactly networks may affect the operation of meritocratic practices within organizations.

While this issue is indeed complex, one should not conclude that employees’ social networks are unhelpful for employers. On the contrary, some research, including mine with Roberto Fernandez, has shown that networks can be a form of social capital in which companies can invest with great social and economic returns.121 However, under certain contextual circumstances, individuals’ networks may be problematic because they may help particular groups of individuals and not others, potentially resulting in unequal opportunity. Additionally, employees’ networks may not necessarily bring the best or most prepared talent into the organization, and they may advantage groups that have been historically privileged in the past, undermining the organization’s meritocratic goals. Leaders should, therefore, ensure that networks and network-related activities in their workplaces augment the benefits of existing people-related processes without introducing favoritism for certain groups.



Our Predictable Preference for People Like Us

Talk to engineers (or to nonengineers) at any tech firm, and you will probably gain an understanding of the notion that engineers, on average, tend to prefer to interact with other engineers. This phenomenon of preferring those like us is called homophily, or as the proverb puts it, “birds of a feather flock together.” Homophily is a common sociological concept describing our tendency to associate, like, or bond with similar others. Its prevalence, in some form or another, has been found in a vast array of empirical studies involving variables such as sex, race, age, class, and occupation, among many.

In the context of people-related organizational processes, research has been done on homophily, especially as it relates to gender, race, and nationality. The main empirical queries have typically consisted of investigating whether demographically similar individuals (whether women, Whites, Blacks, or members of disadvantaged groups) help one another identify and obtain better jobs and roles, advance successfully in the workplace, and provide more help in their careers than demographically dissimilar others.122

In my research on how managers using merit-based reward policies shape the careers of their employees, I identified three distinct mechanisms that influence employee performance assessments: social network connections among managers, demographic similarity between managers (horizontal similarity), and demographic similarity between managers and employees (vertical similarity). Using personnel data from nearly thirty thousand employee evaluations at a large North American company, I found that socially connected managers tend to align their performance assessments of the same employee and that demographically similar managers are more likely to agree in their evaluations of the same employee. Additionally, though the evidence was weaker, employees who were demographically similar to their evaluating managers tended to receive more favorable evaluations. These findings highlight that managers’ evaluations of employees do not happen in a vacuum but are influenced by the social and organizational context, potentially affecting not just performance assessments but also key decisions around hiring, promotions, and layoffs.

In the end, my study, like many others on homophily in organizational contexts, underscores the importance of seriously considering homophily and similarity when evaluating current organizational talent management processes, especially those involving decisions about rewards, training opportunities, promotions, and access to other employment benefits. The tendency to favor similar individuals can influence not only how organizations choose to recruit and attract talent but also the criteria for making interviewing and hiring decisions. Homophily can also influence who gets steered into certain jobs, who is chosen for a particular role, their subsequent performance evaluations and associated rewards or promotions, and the training and career opportunities offered.



Nepotism and the Power of Families

A particular form of network favoritism comes from family ties. Parents and close relatives often want their family members to do well in life. This is a natural and inbuilt desire: our limbic system governs our behavioral and emotional responses, especially those necessary for survival, including protecting and caring for our young. Like all humans, highly educated and wealthy parents have these instincts, but they also have the economic and social resources to help them protect and advance their family members. Hence, those charged with managing opportunity and meritocracy in organizations should be aware of how much family connections and friendships may interfere with talent management processes. These strong ties can cement privilege for the most influential and affluent individuals in society at the expense of those who lack comparable resources.

As Michael J. Sandel writes in The Tyranny of Merit, “the institution of the family can indeed compromise the meritocratic project of giving everyone an equal chance.”123 Parents who have attained privileged positions through merit, education, and hard work often use their superior resources to help their children follow a similar path and secure advantageous positions. They practice what Annette Lareau, in Unequal Childhoods, labeled the “concerted cultivation” of children: a parenting style frequently exhibited by middle-class and upper-class American families that emphasizes children developing skills and talents through participation in after-school activities, and organized programs and clubs.124 Moreover, as a society grows more unequal, the level of inequality predicted by merit increases, and the “fear of falling” professionally and personally (that is, downward economic social mobility) increases.125

Family ties continue to play a key role in today’s organizations and businesses, especially during recruitment and hiring.126 Some organizations, such as family-owned businesses, favor applicants with familial connections to members of the organization.127 Though the practice has been increasingly under scrutiny, many colleges and universities still give preference to applicants with certain family ties (children or siblings) or friendships with alumni of those institutions, a practice called “legacy admission.”128 In some US colleges, researchers estimate that legacy applicants are eight times more likely to gain admission than nonlegacy applicants.129

Ethan Poskanzer (at the University of Colorado, Boulder) and I studied this legacy practice at an elite college in the Northeast of the United States. Consistent with prior research, we found that legacy applicants were significantly favored in admissions decisions. In one of our models, legacy applicants were almost five times more likely to gain admission than professionally and academically comparable nonlegacies. This legacy advantage was predominantly given to White candidates and those from wealthy backgrounds.130

Our study of legacy advantage was not the first; it expanded on earlier research examining how well-connected and elite groups might receive preferential treatment in both labor markets131 and educational settings.132 Since legacies tend to be children of well-positioned and influential individuals, legacy preferences can be a form of class-based advantage.133 A similar process was shown to be at play in endorsements during the application process to competitive university programs134 and in labor markets.135 More advantaged and privileged individuals mobilize their own educational and professional experience and their economic and cultural resources to ensure that their loved ones are successful in their personal and professional careers.136

That said, our study was the first to systematically illustrate how an organization can collect and analyze relevant data to identify and locate how family ties (or other forms of nepotism) may be shaping its talent management processes and outcomes. Our findings offer particularly relevant implications for organizations and businesses that aim to be meritocratic and fair.137 Nepotistic preferences in the screening and selection process may push out applicants who have stronger academic and professional qualifications.138 They may also benefit those who are already most likely to be successful in attaining education and a good career (i.e., have better opportunities to succeed to begin with).139 Furthermore, any preferential allocation of high-quality higher education or job opportunities based on family ties and other class-based factors has significant consequences for guaranteeing equal opportunity, as well as possible serious opportunity costs—since not everyone would have an equal chance to access such limited (helpful) opportunities.140



Be Aware of Biases and Social Processes at Work

Biases, stereotypes, and other social processes have long interfered with the functioning of people-related practices and outcomes in organizations. Biases based on gender, race, nationality, age, religion, disability, and sexual orientation, and other demographic and personal characteristics have been well-documented as influencing employment-related decisions such as employee hiring, promotion, and evaluation. These biases can lead to discrimination, unequal treatment, and an unfair, non-inclusive work environment. Additionally, social factors such as networks, nepotism, and social homophily do not always contribute to organizational efficiency or fairness. Certain organizational processes and cultures may even reinforce these biases and social factors, further compromising the achievement of meritocracy in your organization.

Consequently, my main warning is that simply having talent management structures and procedures in place does not automatically ensure that your organization is fair, equitable, or meritocratic in practice. I will further expand on this warning in chapter 4.

In this regard, it is imperative for organizations and their leaders to stay alert and to proactively address the challenges that biases and social dynamics may pose to the true operation of meritocracy. Left unchecked, these factors will likely continue to undermine the effectiveness of talent management systems. So leaders committed to improving meritocracy in their organizations need to carefully design, introduce, and monitor steps to ensure that their talent management systems work fairly and, most importantly, that they do not inadvertently introduce new forms of bias and favoritism that compromise their meritocratic goals. I will elaborate on these crucial steps in part III.







Chapter Four Meritocracy and Its Paradoxes in Practice

In 2015, the major consulting firms Accenture and Deloitte scrapped their annual performance review systems, following the example of companies such as Adobe, Dell, Microsoft, IBM, Gap, Medtronic, Lear, and Oppenheimer Funds.1 These companies were in the vanguard of what a few called “the performance management revolution,” with some estimating that over one third of US companies abandoned the traditional performance appraisal process.2 Jim Barnett, the CEO and founder of Glint, a company selling employee engagement tools, said, “We’re in the early stages of a revolution.. . . A lot of companies are doing this. . . and I think over the next two years, we are going to see a profound shift in this area.”3

Much commentary at the time focused on how the traditional performance reviews were “deeply flawed and ineffective.”4 A Deloitte survey of executives reported that the majority of respondents (58 percent) did not think their evaluation systems improved employee performance or engagement.5 In fact, they reported that the opposite could happen. According to Inside HR, 50 percent of employees were surprised with their performance ratings. Out of those, 87 were negatively surprised, resulting in what was estimated to be a 23 percent drop in their engagement.6



There was then a general sense that everyone, from managers to HR professionals to employees themselves, supported ending traditional evaluation and feedback approaches. A survey by the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) reported that more than nine in ten managers were not happy with the current annual review process, with almost nine in ten HR leaders stating that the process “does not yield accurate information.”7 Panelists at the SHRM Annual Conference in 2021 even claimed that the “annual review tends to promote favoritism, inconsistency, abrupt swings between leniency and severity, and recency bias (which happens when reviewers judge an employee’s most recent performance and apply it to the whole year).”8

Others have criticized evaluation processes as not only time-consuming and expensive but also problematic and inefficient.9 In 2019, Robert Sutton and Ben Wigert at Gallup wrote: “Are our performance reviews really helping us get the most out of our people and engage them? When organizations put their performance management system under a microscope, the answer is a resounding ‘NO.’ It does not equip, inspire, and improve performance. It is not the best system for determining pay and promotion.” They added, “And it costs organizations a lot of money—as much as $2.4 million to $35 million a year in lost working hours for an organization of 10,000 employees to take part in performance evaluations.”10

Performance rating systems are said to “create negative morale as anonymous peer feedback can become weaponized, turning employees against each other.”11 By one estimate, about a third of traditional performance reviews result in subsequent declines in employee performance.12 Moreover, Gallup researchers reported that only two in ten employees strongly agree that their performance is managed in a way that encourages them to excel, and only 14 percent say that performance reviews inspire them to improve.13 And statements to the effect that “performance reviews are broken” continue to come from consultants and executives, followed by calls for organizations to create better systems to measure and evaluate performance.14

If performance evaluations were not working that well, with many even arguing that they foster favoritism and inconsistency, how were organizations addressing these issues? While traditional performance reviews were facing widespread criticism, fewer discussions focused on viable, good alternatives. Some even concluded that it may be better to have no performance evaluations at all. But what about the long-standing business norm of evaluating and managing performance? What can companies do in place of ranking systems and 360-feedback models? The credo of maximizing workplace productivity—which requires some formal process to evaluate performance—is, after all, difficult to completely abandon, especially in organizations and societies that are driven by results and performance.

In the United States alone, a multimillion-dollar consulting and software industry promises to help companies improve their performance management systems. As dissatisfaction with traditional performance review systems grew, however, some consultants began shifting their focus from accountability to learning, promoting frequent informal check-ins between employees and their managers, for example.15 As mentioned earlier, major companies like Accenture, Deloitte, Adobe, and Gap announced that they were discontinuing formal performance evaluations in the mid-2010s.16 To date, companies continue to replace annual reviews with more frequent informal conversations among employees, their managers, and their teammates throughout the year.17

Contrary to what industry commentators thought was happening, Deloitte and Accenture were not really getting rid of performance evaluations—but rather redesigning or “revamping” their complex, time-consuming, and often unnecessary processes to make evaluations more effective. This revamping consisted of vastly simplifying evaluation processes while still collecting performance data about their employees. Ironically, some of their “revamping” recommendations could have been incorporated into the initial design of such appraisal systems—such as setting clear performance goals, focusing on priorities, soliciting feedback, and documenting discussion.18 Other advice, however, was vague and at times borderline naïve (e.g., adopt a “more welcome approach,” “be cohesive,” or “set the right tone”). Such broad terms and buzzwords can mean different things to those assessing and evaluating performance and merit, introducing ambiguity that may undermine the effectiveness of a talent management system, particularly in the everyday decisions that shape employment and employee outcomes.

But many organizations did not “revamp” their evaluation processes at all. Instead, they took the criticisms to heart and as an opportunity to completely get rid of evaluations, reverting to a corporate world before formal performance evaluations existed at all—which also has its downsides. Consultants and HR practitioners recommended formal performance evaluations in the 1980s and 1990s, partly to correct past employer injustices. At that time, many organizations and businesses had a serious problem in that managers and leaders could easily rely on their sole subjective and potentially biased discretion to make hiring, promotion, and pay decisions.19

There are better approaches to addressing performance evaluation problems than eliminating evaluations entirely. I have been fortunate to have worked with some organizational leaders who were motivated to investigate concerns about performance evaluation and then build meritocratic data-driven systems that work how they are supposed to—closer to the ideal meritocracy I described in chapter 2. During that work, I became concerned that performance evaluations were not only reproducing existing biases but also potentially creating new opportunities for new biases and social issues to emerge.

In this chapter, I present a research-backed argument that helps explain why meritocracy often fails in practice. I have labeled this argument the meritocracy paradox because it reveals why leaders’ attempts to promote meritocracy and fairness in the workplace may, in fact, backfire. A key finding from my research is that emphasizing meritocracy (and possibly related concepts like fairness, equity, and even performance) as the basis for recruitment, promotion, or compensation practices may paradoxically introduce additional bias against women, racially disadvantaged groups, immigrants, and other disadvantaged individuals, regardless of their skills, competence, or performance. I argue that similar challenges can sometimes arise when organizations promote diversity, equal opportunity, and equitable processes without carefully planning solutions and actively monitoring behaviors and outcomes. In part III, I will outline a framework that draws on these findings, which can help organizations and their leaders identify and address fairness challenges more effectively.


The Prevalence of Performance Evaluation and Incentive Schemes

One organization I was fortunate to work with was ServiCo, the large US service organization mentioned in the introduction to this book. In 2004, I started a research collaboration with ServiCo’s top management to evaluate how effectively the company’s performance evaluation system was motivating its employees. The performance reward system in place had been designed a decade before by a prominent management consulting firm that top management had hired to help them retain and engage talent—the same problem they seemed to be facing when we started collaborating.

I was interested in studying the demographic implications of performance management systems in the workplace. I wanted to understand why Janet, my former student, had referred to ServiCo as truly “meritocratic,” a term that I had used myself that day to describe an organizational set of practices and procedures aimed at rewarding the best performers regardless of demographic and personal characteristics not relevant to the job and role. At the time we started our collaboration, a substantial amount of serious research, particularly lab and field studies conducted by social and industrial psychologists, had documented the extent to which performance evaluations may be biased based on the demographics of the individual being evaluated as well as on those of the evaluator.20

A parallel research tradition, often disconnected from this literature and mostly in the sociology of work and labor markets (and later further investigated by behavioral economists), had also documented the association between demographics and career outcomes. However, all this work presumed the existence of a positive and significant relationship between performance, on the one hand, and pay, promotion, and rewards, on the other—meaning, for instance, that those who excel in performance are more likely to earn higher rewards. Proponents of meritocratic practices (as well as many other modern talent management processes) further assume that, in a truly meritocratic system, adding employee performance to any model that predicts compensation should explain away the effect of any demographic or performance-irrelevant personal qualities.

Given the current beliefs regarding what motivates people in the workplace, it is important to assess how true it is that pay, promotion, and rewards have a positive relationship with performance and merit. What high achiever or performer wants to work for an organization or business that says it hires and promotes average or simply good people? Instead, high performers aspire to work for organizations that aim to attract, select, develop, and advance the most talented and motivated employees. If you ask faculty who teach courses on strategic human resources and people analytics, they will likely say that the most popular session—among undergraduates, MBAs, and executives—is the one on performance evaluation and reward systems. (The second most popular topic is motivation, followed by screening and selecting the best talent.) This is not surprising given how rapidly companies adopted performance evaluations, especially at the beginning of the 2000s, to determine key career outcomes for employees and managers.

Performance appraisal systems have become a prevalent (often even expected) tool for evaluating and rewarding the efforts of employees and managers in today’s organizations; these systems are indeed core to the meritocratic ethos in the workplace.21 According to a series of 2021 reports by WorldatWork, the large majority of US publicly traded companies offer short-term incentives (99 percent) and long-term incentives (94 percent) to their employees, compared with 93 percent of privately held companies, 82 percent of nonprofits, and 58 percent of government organizations offering short-term incentives.22 In the case of public companies, about 97 percent of CEOs, 98 percent of executives, 97 percent of managers and supervisors, 85 percent of exempt employees, and 55 percent of nonexempt employees were eligible for annual incentives.23

In business education, sessions on managing performance and rewards are popular because leaders and professionals who manage people understand the practical relevance of this topic for employee motivation, effort, and even perceptions of fairness in the workplace. Every good manager wants to be motivating and inspiring and wants to reward their employees properly (fairly, many would add). Further, I have yet to find any participant in any of my classes who does not agree that top performers should be rewarded for superior performance. Some even obsess about what the “best practices” are for managing the underperformers. In fact, the centrality of the meritocratic ethos to this mindset and to current talent management systems is one of the reasons that motivated me to do this research.

Unfortunately, examples from my research provide evidence that the ideal of meritocracy, while deeply appealing in theory, is challenging for organizations to achieve in practice. There are many pitfalls: every time a company’s leadership team changes its talent management approach or introduces a creative new way of managing people at work, it may potentially create opportunities for bias and other social processes to operate as well.



The Paradox of Meritocracy

To remain competitive, dynamic, and strategic, many organizations and businesses have spent significant time and resources on their formal evaluation and feedback systems, with the goal of ensuring that employees are judged by their performance and rewarded accordingly. Since the mid-2010s, many companies have striven to improve the effectiveness of their performance appraisals, with 81 percent of HR professionals reporting that they are making changes to their performance management processes24 and 70 percent saying that they are either evaluating them (31 percent) or have recently reviewed and updated them (39 percent).25 Many organizations are also taking steps to eliminate recurrent bias in performance reward systems, such as formally separating performance reviews from bonus and pay decisions and introducing additional measures to prevent unconscious biases from creeping into the evaluation process. But have these approaches led to the achievement of true meritocracy in the workplace, or do disparities and biases still persist despite these efforts?

Certain performance-reward practices provide little or no protection against bias. In fact, the more managers and executives believe their organization is a meritocracy, for instance, because it has processes and values relating to performance, equity, and fairness, the more likely they may be to display the very biases those processes and values aim to prevent. According to the results of my studies, the belief that an organization is meritocratic may actually foster biased, non-merit-based behavior. In other words, demographic-based disparities and unfairness might persist in today’s organizations despite management’s efforts to eliminate them or even because of such efforts.

We call this effect “the paradox of meritocracy.”


The Paradox of Meritocracy Experiment

Steven Benard at Indiana University and I conducted a series of experiments with more than four hundred experienced professionals to study the paradox of meritocracy effect.26 Participants were asked to play the role of managers in ServiceOne, a large fictitious US service-sector employer. After we described ServiceOne and its core values to the participants, they were tasked to assess three fictional employees and make recommendations for bonuses, promotions, and terminations. We encouraged study participants to base their employment decisions on the yearly employee performance reviews they read. Participants did not know that they were randomly assigned to receive one of two different sets of organizational core values for ServiceOne: one set emphasized meritocracy (the “meritocratic” condition), while the second (neutral) set did not emphasize meritocracy (the “non-meritocratic” condition).

For the meritocratic version of ServiceOne, we described the core values with statements such as “Raises and bonuses are based entirely on the performance of the employee” and “ServiceOne’s goal is to reward all employees equitably every year.” For the non-meritocratic version, the core values instead stressed managerial autonomy and the regularity of evaluation, using statements such as “Raises and bonuses are to be given based on the discretion of the manager” and “ServiceOne’s goal is to evaluate all employees every year.”

Study participants were then exposed to three employee profiles. Two were “test profiles” and included one male employee (Michael) and one female employee (Patricia) with identical performance evaluation scores. We also included one “filler” profile, an employee with a lower performance evaluation score, to minimize suspicion that gender bias was the study’s main focus (in one run of the experiment, the filler profile was a man, Robert; in a second run, to ensure the robustness of our results, the filler profile was a woman, Linda). Participants then decided on the size of the monetary bonus, if any, that each employee should receive. They also evaluated the three employees on other measures, including their hiring, potential, promotion, and retention assessments.

The data for our first experimental study were collected in three sessions at a private business school in the United States.27 The sessions were advertised as an opportunity for students attending an MBA or a similar business degree program to learn about performance-reward systems in the workplace. The final sample in our first study included 229 MBAs or business professionals (163 men and 64 women, 2 no gender indicated) with substantial work and managerial experience. Although the limited supply of these participants restricts the number of experimental permutations, this approach offers more realism in assessing how managers evaluate and reward their workers. Additionally, business school graduate programs aim to prepare students for supervisory and managerial roles, including active participation in employee appraisals. Participants in the first study were, on average, nearly thirty years old, with about six years of work experience.28

The data collection procedure was identical across sessions. Participants were invited to participate in a “Management Personnel Decision-Making Simulation Exercise.” (Since then, in workshops I have conducted with various groups of participants, I have replicated this simulation and continue to find evidence of the paradox of meritocracy effect.)

Participants who volunteered for the study were first given a verbal overview and then provided with a study packet to read and complete. They were instructed to assume the role of a manager at ServiceOne and make personnel decisions similar to those made in real organizations. The study packet included several components: instructions, a company description for ServiceOne, and details on how performance evaluations and pay decisions are made at ServiceOne. Participants were told that the description was based on a real company that one of the authors had collaborated with, with some details changed to protect the company’s identity.

Following the company description was a statement about ServiceOne’s core company values that either did or did not emphasize meritocracy when describing its performance–reward system to the participants. To ensure that study participants carefully read and considered each core value statement, we asked them to checkmark whether they agreed with each company value.29 They then examined three employee profiles: two performance-equivalent “test profiles” that varied by gender and one filler profile. After reviewing the profiles, participants evaluated each employee on various employment-related measures, including our key dependent variable—the bonus amount decision. They also completed a section on “final reflections.” After the experiment, the exercise was discussed in class, followed by a lesson on the unintended consequences of performance-reward systems.

The company description for ServiceOne provided general information about the company and details about its performance evaluation process. ServiceOne was described as a large private company in the service sector, located in an urban area in North America, with a focus on research and information technology. The description included information about the types of available jobs and employees’ age, tenure, and demographics. Participants were asked to act as managers overseeing a small team of consultants.

The evaluation process was described to the participants as a two-step performance evaluation process, common in large companies.30 First, an immediate supervisor evaluates an employee’s performance, and second, a different manager determines the potential bonus based on the supervisor’s evaluation. Participants played the role of the second manager, making decisions about the bonuses, promotions, and terminations for these employees based on their performance evaluations.

Once again, participants assessed three employee profiles, including two equivalent test profiles that varied in gender and one low-performing filler profile. All employees were “Consultants,” worked in “Product Development,” and had the same supervisor. We manipulated gender by using male- and female-typical names. Each profile was presented using a “Performance and Staff Development Evaluation Form,” with a quantitative 1–5 score and qualitative comments for each employee from their immediate supervisor.

To test our hypothesis concerning the paradox of meritocracy, it was crucial that the test profiles had equal merit (performance score in our study) but were not identical to avoid the suspicion that this study was about gender bias. To this end, we gave each test profile, Michael and Patricia, the same quantitative performance scores and similar qualitative comments, counterbalancing these comments across profiles. The 5-point scale, labeled “Summary of Performance,” had descriptive phrases for each level, with 5 being the highest. The two test profiles received a score of 4, described as “Staff member’s performance consistently meets and frequently exceeds all established goals/expectations for the position.”31

We included a third filler profile, named “Robert Miller,” in one version of our study to further reduce suspicion that gender bias was the study’s focus. With three profiles, gender differences were less noticeable than with just two. The filler profile performed lower than the two test profiles, receiving a 3 out of 5 on the quantitative evaluation. This rating indicated that “staff member’s performance consistently meets established goals/expectations for the position.” The praise for the filler profile was lukewarm: “Robert does a good job of listening to the clients and meeting their expectations. His work has been consistently solid but not spectacular.” The criticism noted: “Robert has a tendency to miss minor deadlines when things get busy. He needs to do a better job of staying on top of his projects.” (Once again, to ensure our results were robust, we repeated the experiment with a female filler profile named Linda, and our key findings remained the same.)

Study participants were asked to allocate a yearly bonus to each employee from a limited pool of $1,000. To study if perceptions of meritocracy influenced other employee outcomes, participants also rated each employee on four additional items using 7-point Likert-type scales. The first question asked, “Do you think hiring this employee was the right decision?” with options ranging from “definitely wrong decision” to “definitely right decision.” Similar questions were asked about whether the employee should be considered for promotion or termination, and whether they would be successful in the future.

When analyzing the data, we first checked that the meritocratic manipulation worked; we indeed found that participants rated ServiceOne as more meritocratic and fairer in the meritocratic condition than in the non-meritocratic condition.32

We also found that participants’ reward decisions differed depending on our manipulation of their perceptions of meritocracy, as summarized in figure 4.1. In the non-meritocratic condition, equally high-performing men and women earned similar bonuses. Women earned, on average, $2 more than men, but this bonus difference was not statistically significant. In contrast, in the meritocratic condition, men earned, on average, a bonus $46 higher than equally performing women, a difference statistically significant at the 0.01 level. This is evidence of the paradox of meritocracy.33


[image: A bar chart illustrating that study participants awarded a male employee a significantly higher bonus than their equally performing female peer when the organization was described as having a meritocratic ethos, compared to when it was described in neutral terms.]

Figure 4.1. The paradox of meritocracy. Source: Study 3 (N=101) in Emilio J. Castilla and Stephen Benard, “The Paradox of Meritocracy in Organizations,” Administrative Science Quarterly 55, no. 4 (2010), 563–6.





Why the Paradox of Meritocracy?

The paradox of meritocracy may help explain the persistence of pay disparities related to demographics and other personal qualities in many organizations. (An empirical question remains, though, as to whether it accounts for career disparities for employees from other demographic groups or with specific personal qualities.) But what accounts for the paradox of meritocracy effect? One potential answer is that when managers believe their company is meritocratic, they may be less vigilant about their actions and (un)intentionally make biased decisions. This could happen because they feel their decisions are unlikely to be perceived as prejudiced, making them less careful about avoiding stereotypes. They may further have a false sense of confidence in their impartiality, leading to little self-examination to uncover any hidden biases in their decisions.

Prior research has suggested many other factors contributing to “disinhibiting” biases in organizational contexts. For instance, one study showed that priming one’s sense of personal objectivity prior to making hiring evaluations increased gender bias in favor of men over women, particularly among participants who endorsed stereotypic beliefs or had such thoughts activated through implicit priming. In one such study, Eric L. Uhlmann and Geoffrey L. Cohen primed such a sense of objectivity by asking participants to complete a subtle manipulation that included four self-perceived objectivity questionnaire items, including statements like the following: “In most situations, I try to do what seems reasonable and logical,” “When forming an opinion, I try to objectively consider all of the facts I have access to,” “My judgments are based on a logical analysis of the facts,” and “My decision-making is rational and objective.”34

In their laboratory experiment, 65 men were primed with such self-perceived objectivity questionnaire items and then asked to evaluate equivalent male and female candidates. Assuming that most people hold some stereotypic beliefs,35 the researchers hypothesized that individuals would evaluate women less favorably than men after being primed to view themselves as objective.

As predicted, unlike participants in the control condition (who were not primed with self-perceived objectivity), participants primed to feel objective favored the male applicant over the female one. This finding aligns with the paradox of meritocracy, suggesting that organizational efforts to make us feel more objective may backfire against candidates with certain identities.



Moral Credentialing: The Trouble with Appearing Fair

While these findings may seem surprising or even counterintuitive, they are consistent with prior research on rationalization, misconduct, and what scholars have called moral credentialing. Moral credentialing is the act of establishing oneself as moral and virtuous, which research has shown can lead to subsequent selfish or ethically questionable behavior.36 For instance, one study found that participants who imagined volunteering or donating to charity were more likely to make a self-indulgent purchase of a luxury item afterward than those who had not just affirmed their moral integrity.37 As Anna C. Merritt, Daniel A. Effron, and Benoît Monin stated in their article, past good deeds “can liberate individuals to engage in behaviors that are immoral, unethical, or otherwise problematic, behaviors that they would otherwise avoid for fear of feeling or appearing immoral.”38

Much research on the so-called moral self-licensing effect has been done in areas of political correctness, prosocial behavior, and consumer choice. For instance, individuals who are given an opportunity to prove their kindness or generosity are less worried about behaving in ways that violate prosocial norms afterward.39 Another study reported that expressing support for a Black presidential candidate presumably freed study participants from the need to prove their lack of prejudice afterward, licensing them to favor Whites over Blacks.40

Studies have also shown that people are more likely to express prejudiced attitudes when their past behavior has proven they are non-prejudiced. A classic study in this field by Benoît Monin and Dale T. Miller found evidence of moral credentialing in hiring decisions.41 Men who were given the opportunity to disagree with blatantly sexist statements were more likely to rate a male candidate as better suited for a stereotypically masculine job than a woman. Similarly, White participants tended to favor a White man over a Black man or a woman for a job after first being given the opportunity to hire a highly qualified woman or Black man for a fictitious consulting firm. These results suggest that individuals are more prone to express prejudiced attitudes when their past behavior has demonstrated their moral integrity.

You can likely find anecdotal evidence of this phenomenon. Have you ever been, say, at a dinner party with colleagues or friends, when someone started their contribution to the discussion with statements like “I am not racist. . . but” or “I am not sexist at all. . . but”? Quite likely, as predicted and supported by this line of research, a racist or sexist statement is likely to follow the “but” statement.

Since those results were reported, further research has replicated and extended them to other situations and contexts,42 particularly situations that involve the hiring and selection of candidates.43 Researchers have even found that the expectation of behaving morally in the future can change behavior in the present. In one study, participants who anticipated taking part in a fundraiser or donating blood (as examples of performing a future moral action) subsequently made more racially biased decisions or displayed more racially biased attitudes than the control group across four experiments.44

Such effects may extend to other demographic groups as well as personal characteristics besides sex and race. One study of 318 elementary school teachers examined the moral credentialing effect concerning attitudes toward individuals with disabilities.45 Alexandra Maftei and colleagues found that participants were more likely to rate a nondisabled candidate as better suited for both a teaching job and a private school manager position compared to a disabled candidate if they had previously had the opportunity to disagree with discriminatory statements about people with disabilities. Once again, giving individuals the chance to disagree with discriminatory statements makes them feel they have already proven their lack of prejudice, thereby liberating them to be more prejudiced.

All these studies, including my own with Steven Benard on the paradox of meritocracy effect, suggest that subtle manipulations that make people feel objective or remind them that they are part of a meritocratic and equitable organization may actually license them to act on biases they would otherwise suppress due to personal, organizational, and social pressures or obstacles. In other words, a sense of belonging to a fair and equitable organization or participating in fair and equitable processes may unleash individuals’ stereotypic thoughts and beliefs, ultimately leading to more demographic bias and disparities in key employment-related decisions.46

There are additional reasons to suspect that a belief in meritocracy may hamper the achievement of true meritocracy. Core to the definition of meritocracy is the condition that meritocracy does allow for inequality in the distribution of socially and economically desired resources and positions in organizations, which has the consequence of reinforcing attitudes and beliefs that introduce or sustain inequality. Along these lines, researchers analyzed data from four studies47 (one correlational study with 198 respondents,48 one experiment with 198 participants, and two surveys of approximately 88,000 participants in more than forty countries) and concluded that “belief in school meritocracy”—that is, belief that success in school depends solely on willpower and hard work49—reduces respondents’ perception that social class inequality in society is unfair. This belief also reduces their support for affirmative action policies in colleges and universities and for policies to ameliorate income inequality.

This “school meritocracy” research joined a body of scholarly work that primarily showed how priming meritocracy helps legitimate income inequality50 and can even encourage the use of stereotypes against low-status demographic groups and negatively impact decisions involving their members.51



Equal Opportunity for All in Selection and Hiring?

So far, I have primarily discussed the evaluation of employees’ performance in the workplace. However, many leaders strongly believe that to build a successful organization, they must attract and retain top talent. And to do so, the theory goes, they need to be meritocracies, hiring, rewarding, and promoting the best individuals based on their merit. But have such talent management approaches helped achieve true meritocracy and helped recruit the “best talent” to organizations regardless of their demographics? To what extent are key hiring decision-makers and gatekeepers giving equal opportunity to all? Could they be favoring certain groups of applicants on factors other than merit or talent? These have been major questions for me to tackle empirically across a variety of organizations and using a multitude of research methodologies.

For several years, I have studied organizations’ screening and selection processes and how certain non-merit factors can indeed shape these important decisions. I have also embarked on fascinating collaborations with colleges and business schools to study their admissions procedures. Educational institutions are usually clear about the criteria used to admit students into their academic programs. Yet, many have documented that certain organizations and institutions do not necessarily admit the best, especially selective colleges that are known for opening doors to professional success.52

In my research project with Ethan Poskanzer at the University of Colorado, Boulder, we examined the admissions process at an elite US college by analyzing its records for over 235,000 applications and nearly 35,000 admissions to its undergraduate program over a span of sixteen years.53 Our data included demographics, standardized test scores, high school grades and ranks, and the high schools attended. We also reviewed student records for academic performance, meritorious recognitions and awards, and the courses taken by over 5,400 matriculated applicants. The College—as we referred to it to protect its identity—is one of the top 25 ranked colleges in the United States and has a highly selective admissions process.

In our empirical models, we found that standardized test scores, and high school grades and ranks were highly significant predictors of admissions decisions into The College. We also found that legacies influenced admissions: the children or siblings of alumni were twice as likely to be admitted as comparable nonlegacies.

In analyzing our data to understand why admissions officers may favor legacy applicants, we found strong support for a material logic. Compared to their nonlegacy peers, legacies tended to be better alumni, were less likely to need financial aid, and had wealthier parents who could contribute more generously to The College. However, contrary to a meritocratic logic, legacy candidates were not meaningfully more qualified. Admissions officers did assess legacies as having better personal (not intellectual) qualities than nonlegacies. Still, our analyses showed that once admitted, legacies were not more involved in the student community or more active in on-campus activities than nonlegacies. Moreover, legacy applicants were not better qualified for admission in terms of test scores or high school achievements, and they did not perform better academically or secure better jobs after graduation. Based on these results, the decision by a growing number of schools to end the practice of legacy admissions appears to be a step in the right direction.

In a different research project, as briefly explained in the prior chapter, Ben Rissing of Cornell University and I investigated screening and selection in the context of foreign nationals’ employment. We specifically studied how US Department of Labor agents decide on the labor certification approval, a crucial employment outcome for immigrants that grants legal authorization to work in the United States.54

Like other advanced nations in the world, the United States has immigration laws and policies to guard the employment of its citizens. We analyzed employment-based applications for US work and residence permits (known as Permanent Resident Cards) for almost 200,000 immigrant workers from all over the world; government agents reviewed these applicants between June 2008 and September 2011. We were particularly interested in assessing whether citizens of certain countries experienced any disparities in their labor certification outcomes. This certification process is presumed to be citizenship blind, but a basic bivariate descriptive analysis revealed that Asian immigrants were more likely, and Latin American immigrants were less likely, to obtain labor certification compared to Canadians.55 Table 4.1 displays the approval percentages for labor certification among selected citizenship groups in our dataset.


Table 4.1
Percentage of labor certifications approved for selected citizenship groups


	Citizenship (select groups)

	Approval, %






	Asia: India

	92.1




	Asia: China

	90.5




	Asia: South Korea

	88.8




	Asia: Taiwan

	91.6




	
	



	North America: Canada

	89.8




	
	



	Latin America: Brazil

	77.3




	Latin America: Caribbean and Central America

	68.2




	Latin America: Mexico

	60.0




	Latin America: Other regions of South America

	82.0




	
	



	All citizenship groups

	86.0






Source: Data from Ben A. Rissing and Emilio J. Castilla, “House of Green Cards: Statistical or Preference-Based Inequality in the Employment of Foreign Nationals,” American Sociological Review 79, no. 6 (2014): 1226–55.

Note: We chose Canada as the reference category because of Canada’s similarities with the United States, particularly with regard to GDP growth, unemployment levels, English fluency, and geographic proximity.

But table 4.1 simply presents bivariate statistics; it does not necessarily account for many other factors, including merit-based factors—such as skill-level requirements for the job, occupation, type of employer, and salary—that could explain such stark nationality differences in work authorization outcomes. We estimated models that control for such factors and still found that immigrant workers from India, South Korea, and Taiwan were 18, 21, and 21 percent more likely, respectively, to receive labor certification than Canadians with similar professional backgrounds and working in similar jobs. In contrast, all Latin American citizenship groups were less likely to be approved than Canadians. Mexicans were the most disadvantaged, being 35 percent less likely to receive certification. Immigrants from Brazil, Colombia, and Venezuela were 22, 21, and 18 percent less likely, respectively, to be approved.56 These findings suggest that nationality does affect the work authorization process in non-meritocratic ways.

In a third research project on screening and selecting top talent, Ben Rissing and I investigated the admissions process at a major US business school.57 In particular, we analyzed data from the population of over 21,000 applications to the school’s MBA program over a seven-year period. The program aimed to “bring together the best class of exceptional professionals with a range of personal and professional backgrounds.”58 Our data included assessment scores for all applicants from both application readers and interviewers (standardized test scores, undergraduate grades, and additional competencies like professional accomplishment, creativity, and social affinity) as well as post-admissions information for the MBAs, including grades, job placement, salary at graduation, and monetary donations to the school.

We found evidence that application endorsements—a common (formal and informal) networking practice in which certain individuals advocate for certain applicants at the time of screening—influence who is selected for interviews and receives offers. Endorsed candidates were approximately twice as likely to be offered admission as nonendorsed applicants, even after controlling for key candidate qualifications and competencies.59 Yet, endorsed candidates did not achieve better academic performance or better jobs upon graduation than nonendorsed ones.

Together, these three projects illustrate how organizations and their key decision-makers, whether admissions officers, government agents, or hiring managers and recruiters, may still introduce, whether intentionally or not, non-merit-based factors such as family ties, country of citizenship, or connections to influential people when recruiting and selecting candidates into organizations. Moreover, this bias occurs even in organizational contexts where meritocracy and the rubric of the best talent approach dominate.



More on Equal Opportunity for Diverse Candidates

Similar biases and non-merit-based factors could come into play in organizations seeking to promote equity, opportunity for all, and diversity. For instance, many organizations have featured statements on their websites and in their job advertisements highlighting that they are “equal opportunity employers.” Statements like these may go even further to highlight that the organization is committed to giving equal employment and advancement opportunities regardless of the candidate’s gender, race, ethnicity, religion, national origin, sexual orientation, age, marital status, disability, or veteran status. Such statements have been popular in the United States, Canada, and many European countries.

These statements, like many other employer actions and recruitment efforts, are easy ways to represent employers as good and fair, increasing their appeal to job seekers. Moreover, they are indeed cheap. Once the statements have been developed and approved, it takes only minutes to add them to a website or job posting. A similar motive could be attributed to companies’ common practice of publishing their diversity reports on their websites and having their key professionals brag about the wide variety of initiatives and efforts that the organization is pursuing to achieve meritocracy and diversity.

A 2022 report by iHire, based on survey responses from 4,207 US job seekers and 539 employers from fifty-seven different industries, showed that almost a third (29.75 percent) of employers said that they “always” include an equal opportunity statement or DEI information in their online job ads.60 Although this is less than the top three items that employers say they always include in an advertisement—benefits (70 percent), salary range (57 percent), and contact information for the hiring manager (57 percent)61—it raises the immediate practical question as to what extent those diversity statements actually help increase diversity in recruitment and hiring. Another related (but practically relevant) question is how to measure the effectiveness of such diversity statements.

Even more crucial is the extent to which such statements may backfire. Could such approaches potentially liberate key decision-makers from responsibility for truly achieving meritocracy and fairness in practice? Building on the research on objectivity, moral credentialing, and the meritocracy paradox, there is always the risk that managers at such organizations may feel that their organizations are truly objective, fair, and meritocratic, a belief that may unleash many of the persistent cognitive biases the managers may already have toward certain groups of individuals. Equity, opportunity for all, and diversity statements and many other soft organizational efforts or interventions can too create a false sense or illusion of meritocracy and fairness, making managers and recruiters believe that their organizations (and they themselves) are prodiversity, a belief that can lead them to engage in more biased and less diverse decision-making.

There are reasons to suspect that this is a real possibility. In a study entitled “Presumed Fair: Ironic Effects of Organizational Diversity Structures,” Cheryl Kaiser and colleagues conducted a series of experiments involving White participants.62 In one experiment, a group of participants was randomly assigned to read a company description with a diversity statement, while the other group read a description without it. When shown racial disparities in each company’s promotion rates (28 percent of White versus 10 percent of racially disadvantaged employees getting promotions), participants who read the diversity statement rated the company as acting more fairly toward racially disadvantaged workers than those who did not read such a diversity statement.

In a second experiment, participants read a scenario in which a Black employee sued the company for discriminatory promotion practices. Those participants randomly assigned to read the company description with a diversity statement were less sympathetic to the Black employee and less likely to view the lawsuit as valid than those assigned to read a company description without a diversity statement. Both experiments, therefore, warn about the potential negative unintended consequences of diversity statements and potentially many other diversity practices: by presumably creating the illusion that equality and fairness have already been achieved or are easily achievable, organizations can lead people to downplay or ignore existing demographic disparities in employment outcomes.

What happens if organizations merely add diversity statements to their job postings and company statements without making any other structural changes to increase diversity? To answer that question, Sonia K. Kang and colleagues recruited 119 undergraduate business students of different genders and races (41 men and 78 women; 87 East Asian, 18 South Asian, and 14 Black participants) to participate in a “résumé workshop” lab study.63 At the lab, each student received an envelope with a hard copy of their résumé and a job ad for a position that matched their field interests. Students were then asked to type a tailored résumé for the job posting.

The findings were clear-cut: Asian and Black candidates were half as likely to “whiten” their résumé (that is, remove racial and ethnic cues) when the job posting included a statement and an image describing the employer as an organization that valued diversity (diversity condition) than when the posting included a generic image and did not mention diversity (control condition). But the research team also found, in a second experiment, that Blacks and Asians with “whitened” résumés were more likely to get employer callbacks than those with unwhitened résumés, regardless of whether the job posting included a diversity statement.

Considered together, the findings from these two studies suggest that including diversity statements in job ads could negatively affect a company’s hiring of candidates from racially diverse backgrounds: a diversity statement may make such candidates less likely to whiten their résumés, which in turn may make them less likely to receive a callback from employers.

The truth is that diversity statements, like many other isolated, nonstructural, or soft attempts at reducing bias, can only do so much. They should not be used in lieu of substantive structural changes to the organization’s recruitment and hiring procedures to ensure equal opportunity and fairness. Furthermore, they should not be used as replacements for serious organizational efforts to ensure that new hires are successfully integrated into the organization and have equal access to training and growth opportunities, as well as to evaluate the employment outcomes relating to those efforts. Because biases are likely ingrained in our thinking and actions, organizations should take careful steps to ensure that undesirable biases do not creep into their key people-based management processes. These steps will be covered in part III of this book.



Rewarding the Top Performers Equally?

All these prior findings are relevant for organizations and businesses that are implementing talent management systems, especially those that increase a sense of belonging to a fair, meritocratic, talent-driven organization. To further learn about these systems, I conducted a longitudinal study of gender and racial disparities at ServiCo, the organization I mentioned earlier. As in many prior research projects, I collected, coded, and analyzed a longitudinal dataset tracking the career progression of 8,900 employees over time, including information about their demographics, education, and professional background, as well as promotions, transfers, developmental opportunities, and other work accomplishments. Some of this information was coded from the résumés employees submitted to ServiCo, while other data were collected post-hire, focusing on key employee career decisions, the job titles employees had held, and the units and supervisors they had worked for.64

Each year, supervisors entered employee performance ratings into an online platform, HR professionals reviewed them, and unit heads ultimately used them to allocate merit-based annual bonuses. Employees received an evaluation score from 1 “poor performance” to 5 “outstanding performance.” I also collected and studied salary adjustments and rewards offered to employees over time as a result of promotions, transfers, and performance evaluations. Of particular interest were merit-based bonuses—once again, a critical element of meritocracy at work in today’s organizations.

In studies like these, once the data are coded, cleaned, and ready to be analyzed, the first step is to run some basic descriptive statistics and relevant bivariate tests to identify relevant patterns for the organization. An important one in the case of ServiCo was to plot employees’ level of performance each year for a particular job title and the average magnitude of the merit-based monetary reward; this information can give us an average monetary bonus for employees at a given level of performance. Then, one can easily compute the same table for different groups of employees, depending on their demographic information, and even estimate the extent to which any bonus differences are large and significant. ServiCo had collected information about its employees’ gender, race, and nationality for several years before we started our collaboration. We, therefore, used those three key demographic variables to compare average merit-based bonus decisions across groups of employees.

For instance, for job grade 21 in 2001, coded as “assistant manager,” I found that the average merit-based bonus was zero for both men and women whose performance was “poor” (a performance rating of 1 on the scale of 1 to 5) in the same job for the same unit. This discovery was not surprising given ServiCo’s goal of offering bonuses based on employee performance. (To give more context to the relationship between the bonus and the base salary, the average salary for the assistant manager position in 2001 was $23,147 at the beginning of the research collaboration, with a minimum of $19,968 and a maximum of $26,325 observed in the sample.)

At higher levels of performance, a puzzling finding emerged: when the performance was average (that is, 3 on a scale of 1 to 5), men received a bonus $286 higher than women doing the same job in the same unit and with the same level of performance. The difference was even higher among those assistant managers who were ranked as “outstanding” (5 on a scale of 1 to 5). Within that group, women received a bonus $758 lower than that of identically performing men. The results of this preliminary analysis of average bonuses by level of performance evaluation and by gender are reported in table 4.2.


Table 4.2
Average annual bonus for assistant managers by gender and level of performance evaluation


	
	Average bonus




	Performance evaluation

	Women

	
	Men






	1. Unacceptable

	$0

	=

	$0




	2. Improvement

	$281

	<

	$522




	3. Average

	$751

	<

	$1,037




	4. Good

	$1,051

	<

	$1,520




	5. Outstanding

	$1,798

	<

	$2,556





Source: Data from Emilio J. Castilla, “Gender, Race, and Organizational Careers,” American Journal of Sociology 113, no. 6 (2008): 1479–526.

I found a similar pattern when comparing the magnitudes of the average performance-based bonus by race and national origin, two demographic characteristics collected and coded by the HR staff at ServiCo. Blacks, Hispanics, and non-US-born employees obtained a lower bonus amount than White US-born men, even when they were doing the same job at the same level of performance.

We should not immediately conclude that there is bias or discrimination against certain groups just because there are demographic differences in performance or rewards. One plausible explanation is that members of one demographic group outperform another. That said, the differences may also arise from biases in the evaluation process. I have seen evidence of such biases in certain organizations, and there is plenty of research about how hiring decisions and performance evaluations can be prone to bias and other social processes that can affect such an evaluation process. Demonstrating the existence of demographic bias is not easy; it requires us to rule out real performance differences across certain groups of individuals. In the above example, however, different levels of performance do not seem to explain the pattern observed because employees in the same job with the same level of performance received a different bonus depending on their gender.

Nevertheless, many complicating factors unaccounted for in the simple bivariate statistics reported in table 4.2 could potentially explain those gender (or any other demographic) differences away. First, such a table ignores any individual-level, often longitudinal, aspects of the employment process, that is, differences in education, experience, and tenure in the organization that could potentially affect pay. Second, relatedly, the table assumes that men and women working in this organization are “observationally equivalent”; that is, on their résumés, they look similar on average (they have the same education and professional accomplishments). The table also ignores promotions, turnover rates, and many other structural factors that can vary significantly depending on demographics (for instance, employees of certain demographic and professional backgrounds may be more likely to be promoted into that position and/or more likely to leave it). This is why additional data—not only about the characteristics of the employees themselves (particularly information relevant to doing the job well) but also about how the key evaluation, reward, and career processes are designed and implemented—become essential to fully assess what may be happening in this company.

In such cases, I recommend collecting additional longitudinal data, including information that could be coded from employees’ résumés and applications (e.g., years of education, type of education, relevant skills, experience, and abilities) as well as records of employees’ work history before and during their tenure in the organization.

And, if you are a researcher or consultant working within a company (rather than an executive already part of the organization), I strongly advise getting really inside the organization to gain a deep understanding of the organizational context and better understand the employment-related phenomena you are studying and aiming to improve. This task often requires connecting with multiple key stakeholders to interview them and learn about their processes and outcomes, as well as observing talent management practices in action. In this paragraph, I use italics to highlight key aspects of the analysis: I have seen many experts overlook the importance of understanding the business context they are studying or rely on information from just one stakeholder. It is crucial to assess how consistent that information is across various relevant groups, including applicants, hires, recruiters and hiring professionals, managers, executives, and even customers.

In the case of ServiCo, I was present during the three months when both the annual performance evaluation process and then the distribution of merit-based rewards took place. I thus had a great opportunity before collecting and analyzing any data to understand how employees, managers, and HR professionals at ServiCo approached the company’s processes of performance appraisal and bonus decisions. Later in the study, after analyzing the collected data, I returned to interview many managers, HR professionals, and other employees to ensure that my understanding of the organization’s talent management processes was accurate and that my research findings were robust.

The most important part of the study was the quantitative analyses of ServiCo’s data, for which I ran regression models estimating who receives performance-based bonuses or pay increases and the monetary magnitude of such rewards. The goal of such analyses was to assess whether the significant demographic gap reported earlier (in table 4.2) remained once we accounted for alternative potential reasons. Specifically, I was able to estimate whether employees’ gender, race, and nationality influenced the initial salary allocated at the time of hire, as well as subsequent salary increases, bonus decisions, and promotions after controlling for performance over time. Such models controlled for job title, work unit, supervisor, and year of hire fixed effects, which can potentially explain differences in the allocation and magnitude of rewards.

Even after controlling for such factors, I continued to find similar demographic effects on bonus amounts. I termed this performance-reward bias, which I define as a form of bias against certain demographic groups that can potentially be introduced while using performance data to make merit-based employment decisions like salary increases, bonuses, or promotions. Women, racially disadvantaged groups, and non-US-born employees working in the same job and unit, for the same supervisor, and with the same human capital earned a smaller merit-based bonus than White men, even after receiving the same performance scores that year.

To be clear, I still found that higher levels of performance translated into higher merit-based rewards, and performance was indeed the most important predictor of the magnitude of the bonuses. However, adding performance to the models did not eliminate the significance or the magnitude of the demographic effects on the bonus amount. This performance-reward bias was thus introduced when performance data were used to make employee pay decisions at ServiCo.

In my models, I also looked at pay growth. In the long run, women and certain racial groups obtained lower salary increases than White men in the same job and work unit, with the same supervisor, and even with the same performance evaluation scores. In particular, salary growth for women was 0.4 percent lower than for men, while Blacks and Hispanics received salary increases 0.5 percent lower than those of equally performing White employees. Non-US-born workers had salary increases 0.6 percent lower than native-born employees. These figures might seem trivial, but the differences can compound over the longer term. For example, if “Alice” and “Bob” both start at an annual base salary of $50,000 and he gets a 10 percent salary increase each year while she gets 9.96 percent for the same performance, then after 20 years, her annual base salary will be almost $2,500 less.65

The empirical evidence of performance-reward bias in ServiCo, as well as in other companies I have studied (with less data available to rule out plausible explanations for such demographic effects), was surprising to me and to ServiCo’s top management when presented with my findings. This bias was especially unexpected given ServiCo’s clear message about the importance of performance evaluations in justifying merit-based increases, which was often emphasized when training the unit heads in charge of distributing rewards. For instance, the HR policy manual used in training ServiCo supervisors read: “Performance is the primary basis for all employee salary increases. Performance appraisals must be completed for all employees receiving a merit increase in order to substantiate the level of merit increase awarded.”66 It said, “If performance is unacceptable, no increase will be awarded.”

It is worth stressing that I discovered some aspects of ServiCo by “getting inside” the company. I found that ServiCo’s top management chose to separate performance appraisals from pay decisions, following the advice of a renowned management consulting firm. One reason for doing so was to facilitate supervisor feedback and to encourage employees’ future development. At ServiCo, employees were recommended for a merit-based bonus not by their supervisors but by higher-level managers, “unit heads.” Many other organizations have similarly decoupled performance appraisals from pay and rewards. As my study revealed, this separation can introduce opportunities for biases and other irrelevant judgments to enter. Because subjectivity is often inevitable, the performance evaluation process is vulnerable to implicit and even explicit demographic biases. These biases can also influence decisions about pay raises, promotions, or terminations. Additionally, biases can arise when using performance evaluations to make employment decisions that impact employees’ careers.

In subsequent work, I have continued to take a comprehensive approach to identify the stages in talent management processes at which merit-based practices may be associated with racial and gender disparities in key employment outcomes. The purpose of that work has mostly consisted of assessing whether there are demographic divergences in the performance evaluation, salary determination, or career trajectory decision stages, even after using these merit-based reward systems. This is why I have provided some detail as to which data were collected, how such data were analyzed at ServiCo, and which reports I could generate with such data; my goal is to enable you and your organization to follow a similar analytical approach to investigating and monitoring the functioning of your performance-reward processes. Importantly, this kind of analytical approach can help your organization identify and correct where and how your own work practices may introduce or sustain non-merit-driven disparities (as well as other career gaps based on performance-irrelevant personal qualities) in key employment outcomes for employees and managers. I will further develop this analytical approach in part III of the book.



The Paradox of Meritocracy Beyond Gender, Race, and Nationality

One conclusion of the empirical research on merit-based practices and their outcomes is that meritocracy cannot be taken for granted. Indeed, the pursuit of meritocracy in practice is more difficult than it first appears. As I have shown, under certain conditions, being committed to meritocratic principles may make key decision-makers think they are making the right evaluations and behaving fairly when they are actually being less meritocratic in the distribution of rewards and decisions concerning promotions. I consequently have proposed that organizational practices intended to increase meritocracy (as well as many other related talent management approaches) need to be carefully designed, implemented, and continually reevaluated for their effectiveness, especially when it comes to avoiding potential bias and other factors not related to merit to enter employment decision-making.67

In later collaborations with a few organizations, I have expanded my focus to examine the influence of not only sex, race, and nationality but also other aspects of individuals’ identities, such as religion, sexual orientation, and age, on employment outcomes—when such information was voluntarily provided by employees. For example, in a short-lived research collaboration with a large American e-commerce company, OnlineSell Inc., I started to examine information about OnlineSell’s applicants, employees, and managers. One primary goal of this collaboration was to use their data and existing science to improve diversity and inclusion as well as the experience of OnlineSell’s employees. This was a trend among many employers, particularly in the United States in the early 2020s, in response to the debates on systemic and structural barriers in the workplace. For me, it was a research opportunity to examine the extent to which OnlineSell had become a true meritocracy.

My contacts at OnlineSell were interested in working with me because of my prior academic work on meritocracy and potential biases during hiring and reward decisions. In one early meeting with the analytics team, I learned that the company’s CEO would often say, “We’re a meritocracy” in company meetings. I also found anecdotal evidence that not everyone in the company felt the same way. One anonymous employee rated OnlineSell as average online, sharing that although top management promoted meritocracy, the managers in charge of promotions and rewards did not seem to be upholding this value. The employee felt that “decisions were made arbitrarily and seemed to be based on favoritism rather than merit.”

My preliminary research with OnlineSell’s personnel data, however, did not empirically support at least part of the claim that “decisions were made arbitrarily,” particularly in relation to who got promoted and rewarded. On the contrary, my initial preliminary analysis revealed that performance and experience were strong predictors of promotions and rewards. To help assess which factors predict performance and success, many professionals I worked with had carefully collected detailed information about their employees and managers over the years, and this information allowed for in-depth analyses of whether and how individuals’ demographics and personal characteristics were significantly associated with key career outcomes such as pay, rewards, turnover, and promotion. Such information collection efforts then continued to obtain data about the characteristics of applicants and employees worldwide, including gender, race, and nationality, as well as characteristics such as religion, sexual orientation, and disability.

One discouraging finding from some preliminary examination of the collected data is that, for career outcomes such as salary and bonuses, it appeared to be disadvantageous to openly disclose one’s religion or sexual orientation in the workplace if one belongs to a marginalized group (in this particular case, identifying as LGBT or being a member of any religious group other than Christian). These results align with prior experimental research, as discussed in chapter 3, and suggest that the paradox of meritocracy may extend to various demographic and personal characteristics of the individuals being evaluated.



Well-Intentioned Practices and Values Are Not Enough

One key takeaway from the research I have described so far is the need for caution, especially as leaders strive to be meritocratic and excellent in their talent management processes. This takeaway comes with two critical warnings for organizations, particularly those that promote, implicitly or explicitly, a meritocratic ethos.

First, leaders and managers should be aware that simply designing and implementing talent management practices to recruit, select, evaluate, and promote the best talent does not necessarily guarantee meritocracy, fairness, equity, and diversity in practice. These practices do not ensure that decision-makers acting on behalf of their organizations will select and reward the best individuals effectively and fairly. My own research has shown that formalized hiring, performance evaluations, and promotion criteria and processes, intended to advance and reward the best, did not always eliminate demographic biases—and, in some cases, even exacerbated them. A key practical implication is that organizations need to continuously evaluate and monitor the impact of their talent management practices on employment outcomes for different groups of individuals.

Second, emphasizing meritocracy as the basis of hiring, promotion, and rewarding practices can paradoxically backfire on women, racially underrepresented groups, immigrants, and many other disadvantaged groups based on their demographic and personal characteristics. A strong belief in the “objectivity” or “fairness” of meritocracy can lead decision-makers to become less aware of personal biases, ultimately reinforcing rather than reducing biases in their employment-related decisions. This finding illustrates the paradox of meritocracy effect. It highlights how bias can be triggered by the very attempt to address it, showing that achieving genuine meritocracy may be more difficult than it first appears. A key practical implication here is that broad, meritocratic-sounding statements from corporate leadership or websites should not give leaders and decision-makers a false sense of fairness or equal opportunity. True meritocracy cannot be attained through corporate window dressing.

In this regard, for leaders who are genuinely serious about fostering meritocracy, it is essential to ensure that their talent management processes function as intended—without backfiring or introducing new biases and inefficiencies. Unfortunately, many leaders simply adopt “best practices” to improve their talent management systems, often creating the appearance of doing “the right thing.” Moving closer to the ideal of meritocracy, though, requires systematic investigation, serious leadership commitment, and sustained organizational efforts. I will elaborate on these requirements in part III.







Chapter Five Is Merit in the Eye of the Beholder?

Expressions like “attracting the best,” “selecting the most talented,” and “searching for the star performers” are frequently used by corporate leaders to signal their commitment to driving organizational excellence and maintaining a competitive edge. Many businesses indeed invest significant time and resources in trying to do so, fearing serious repercussions—such as poor performance, high turnover, and low motivation in the workplace—if hiring decisions are not made carefully. These expressions reflect how our society and institutions have become deeply obsessed with strategies to attract and hire top talent. It once was sufficient to hire candidates who were simply good or great at their jobs. Now organizations feel compelled to find the smartest, most productive, and most engaged, fueled by countless statements and reports warning of dire unintended consequences if they fail to do so.

These beliefs are reinforced by commentators who advocate for “new,” “better” approaches to recruitment and selection. Consider titles like Finding the Best and the Brightest by Peg Thoms, marketed as “the guide” to recruiting, selecting, and retaining “effective leaders.”1 Thoms’s book is just one of many that promise to help businesses optimize their hiring procedures. Similarly, in a 2017 New York Times hiring guide, Adam Bryant shared insights gained from interviews with nearly five hundred leaders in the United States. He outlined three principles to “help you hire the right person”: when interviewing job candidates, be creative, be challenging, and allow your employees to help.2



Certain professionals also offer advice on topics such as “the key to landing top talent,” “how to hire the right person the first time,” or how to “hire the best person fast.” While such recommendations are meant to provide guidance, they can sometimes have the opposite effect—causing employers to procrastinate, overanalyze, and delay their hiring decisions in pursuit of a “game-changing talent strategy.”3 Perhaps that is why there is also a ready audience for advice that urges employers to abandon the quest for the perfect candidate and instead take chances on an “imperfect job candidate.”4 The conversation then shifts toward guidance like “the five ways you can ensure you hire the right person, not the best person,” or why “hiring the right person is more crucial than ever.”

In my research, I have been interested in understanding what leaders and managers actually mean when they use phrases like “the best,” “top talent,” “the right individual,” or “the ones with the most potential” to describe the ideal job candidate. Given the central role of “merit” and “talent” in today’s talent management processes, I have specifically examined how managers and professionals define and apply these concepts when making people management decisions in their organizations.

In this chapter, I present key findings from this research, highlighting that “merit” and “talent” are often broad, ambiguous, and subjective—that is, in the eye of the beholder. Recruiters, managers, and professionals differ in their definitions of merit, leading to varying views on which qualities or traits matter most and how to assess them best. Without a shared understanding of these concepts, decision-makers within the same organization may adopt vastly different approaches to recruiting, selecting, and advancing talented individuals. The concern is that this lack of consensus can lead to inconsistent decision-making, unfair outcomes, personal biases, and favoritism. This clearly poses a significant challenge for the efficient functioning of talent management systems, particularly in organizations striving to foster meritocracy and excellence.


The Fuzzy Concepts of Merit and Talent

To the central question of who deserves to get hired, promoted, or rewarded in organizations, the answer in a true meritocracy involves merit or talent. These concepts are regularly invoked by those who use today’s talent management systems—whether human resource (HR) professionals, recruiters, managers, executives, or founders of start-ups—when screening applicants or rewarding and promoting them in the workplace. In fact, if you are serious about building processes to hire the most talented candidates and later advance and reward your top talent, you probably have your own working definition of what merit and talent mean for you and your organization.

But what is merit or talent? Definitions often start off sounding objective: the right skills and experience for the particular position we are hiring for. That makes sense and sounds straightforward, particularly if such skills and abilities are clearly relevant and have successfully been validated for the position. Soon, though, the definitions become a bit more subjective: candidates should be reliable, productive, and hmmm. . . perfect. We quickly revert to buzzwords—vague terms to define which characteristics will make candidates and employees successful. And when reflecting on what makes a great candidate ideal, we can quickly create an extensive list of desired attributes, including descriptions like “self-motivated,” “emotionally connected,” “goes the extra mile,” and “committed to achieving results.”

“If you have doubts about a candidate, figure out why,” Bryant wrote in his 2017 New York Times article,5 “Trust your instinct.” The problem behind such general and quite subjective guidance is that, as scholars have documented, biases and prejudices can quickly be introduced in hiring managers’ assessments—often adversely affecting the achievement of meritocracy, fairness, and diversity within organizations. Obviously, the complexity of the definition of merit increases as we move to roles and positions for which skills, experience, and other individual work-related competencies become less objective or difficult to measure.

Scholars have identified the potential problems that can emerge from broad, vague definitions of talent in the workplace. After studying hiring and selection practices in elite professional firms, Lauren Rivera reported that professionals heavily relied on the general term “cultural fit.” Although résumés and connections initially shaped who got an interview, Rivera claims, perceptions of “fit” strongly influenced who got a second interview or an offer. “Fit” was not so much about selecting candidates who matched with organizational values as about personal compatibility: professionals wanted to hire people whom they enjoyed being with and with whom they could develop close working relationships.6 Along similar lines, a former chief talent officer at Netflix stated that “what most people mean by culture fit is hiring people they’d like to have a beer with.. . . You end up with this big, homogenous culture where everybody looks alike, everybody thinks alike, and everybody likes drinking beer at 3 o’clock in the afternoon with the bros.”7

Imprecise, general terms are often used in advice given to recruiters and hiring managers on how to screen candidates effectively, particularly during the interview process. Find the “right stuff” in the job candidate. Look for “red flags” during the interview. Do your homework to reduce the “unknowns.” The list goes on. Such advice remains despite scholars having long raised concerns about the reliability, validity, and even utility of many kinds of job interviews. As James N. Baron and David M. Kreps, authors of the textbook Strategic Human Resources, write, the conclusions of such research about job interviews are “somewhat devastating.”8 In general, job interviews, as well as many other organizational processes currently used to screen candidates, are neither reliable nor valid. They can easily be subject to biases, including in-group bias or homophily, as well as improper discounting of relevant skills and experience; some interviewers even anchor on initial impressions—that is, give first impressions of job candidates too much weight in subsequent decisions.

Much research has already warned us that leaders’ biases and preferences about the nature of the job, the organization’s culture, and the attributes of an ideal candidate influence their later evaluations and recommendations about job candidates. This is all the more so when there is no adequate structure or process to guide hiring managers and hold them accountable to others in the organization for their decisions. Nonetheless, organizations still rely on managers’ impressions of interviews and in-person interactions when making employment decisions. Such an approach, Rivera argues, can easily lead managers and professionals to depend on “chemistry,” consequently preferring candidates with backgrounds and interests like their own.9 Along the same lines, when discussing job interviews, Carol Smith, the publisher of Harper’s Bazaar, stressed the benefits of having a meal with a job candidate. “You learn so much in a meal,” she said. “It’s like a little microcosm of life.”10 Some hiring advice even directly compares hiring to dating.11

For years, I have been concerned with how businesses, universities, and government agencies define and apply concepts like “talent” and “merit.” I have also questioned the effectiveness of the strategies employers adopt to assess talent and merit in applicants and employees. Strategic talent management began with the premise that talent can be hired, developed, and managed to boost organizational success and excellence.12 However, while “talent” may initially sound like a neutral and efficient term, it can also be problematic in practice, even harmful, potentially undermining efforts to achieve meritocracy. One concern is that the concept of talent may emphasize the value of innate traits, which are hard to change, when screening, developing, and advancing individuals. This focus may lead to definitions of talent and merit that inadvertently favor or disadvantage candidates based on aspects of their identities and circumstances.



How Managers and Executives Define Merit in the Workplace

What is your definition of merit or talent? And how do you think others in your organization define it? These are the questions I often ask participants in my class. In fact, next time you have a chance, I invite you to ask the same questions to managers and professionals in your own organization. You may be surprised at their answers. They may help you reflect on why the definition of merit may be in the eye of the beholder. And the potential variation in their answers could have enormous practical implications for addressing people-related problems and for building meritocratic and fair talent management processes in your organization.

In a few workshops I have taught, I have repeatedly asked professionals to recall a recent situation in which they identified a talented job candidate worth hiring or a talented employee who deserved a promotion or a merit-based bonus. I then ask them, “In your opinion, what were the most important factors in determining their merit?”13 When studying the answers I have received, I found a wide variety of responses about what factors are most important to managers in determining why an applicant is worth hiring or why an employee deserves a merit-based bonus.

Figure 5.1 presents a word cloud showing the most common responses from over 250 executives who took part in my executive education course titled “Leading People at Work.” These professionals were interested in gaining a deeper understanding of how talent management systems and people analytics can help address people management challenges and opportunities during recruiting and hiring, performance evaluation, pay, and promotion and training.


[image: A word cloud illustrating the factors that executives mentioned most frequently when discussing merit in their decision-making. The dominant word in the cloud is “performance.” Other prominent words include “experience,” “attitude,” “skill,” “initiative,” and “leadership.”]

Figure 5.1. Word cloud of most important factors in determining merit.


The bigger the size of the word, the more frequently that word was cited by the executives. Performance is clearly the most cited factor, followed by skill, initiative, attitude, leadership, and experience. A few additional buzzwords were often mentioned: passionate, mindset, and commitment. In a subsequent group of 129 additional executives whom I surveyed, 78 percent chose performance as the most important factor in determining an individual employee’s merit, but 59 percent also cited effort, 58 percent mentioned initiative, and 45 percent chose ability.

When I asked executives about the qualities they look for when recruiting and hiring candidates, I again heard a diverse array of answers. Some definitions were specific: “the ability to get tasks done,” “demonstrated capabilities or skills,” “capability to do and learn more,” “competency in their job and the results they achieve,” “proven experience,” “ability to produce results with minimal supervision,” “ability to apply past wins to the new role,” and “past experience and life lessons; this includes education, work experience, and presentation skills.” Not surprisingly, the responses often referred to performance and potential performance in the job or role.

Many respondents also provided lists of desired attributes, such as “able to solve problems,” “have the skills,” “understand the company’s processes,” “reach goals and consistently have good performance,” “be supportive to the team, deliver quality results on time, communicate results and insights,” “takes ownership and responsibility in their work and displays commitment,” and “uniqueness in combination [with] seniority, tech abilities, business abilities, experience, connection to customers, communication abilities, working abilities/skills.” Other definitions of merit included factors beyond the current role: “the combination of strong outcomes and demonstrated ability to think beyond the existing role,” “being worthy of raise, promotion, praise for doing great work,” “consistent performance plus potential plus drive,” and “going above and beyond what is expected and greater.”

Other responses included concepts challenging to measure objectively or precisely, particularly when screening applications: “someone who has [a] good work ethic, leadership traits, communication skills, and can work with others,” “quality and good attitude,” “being worthy of joining our team,” “deserving of the opportunity, based on work, grit, character,” “ability to blend into the culture of the organization,” and “a combination of performance, teamwork, culture, leadership.”

Interesting responses included merit as “a tool utilized to encourage performance” and a “way to encourage employees and make them feel valued.” Their definitions reflected how managers and professionals often use merit to engage and motivate their workforce. Merit was often defined as the “reward” itself: “pay for their performance,” “monthly payroll,” and “some form of incentive that employees find valuable.” Merit arose when “someone is deemed worthy of praise/reward due to their performance” or seen as a “reward/recognition related to actions/accomplishment [for which] you had responsibilities.”

The motivation for asking participants in my courses about their understanding of the factors that constitute merit was both academic and practical. If you aim to improve recruitment and hiring in your organization to hire the most talented, or revamp your performance evaluation program to encourage and reward top performance, you first need to consider what you and your peers—particularly those in charge of recruiting, hiring, and promotions—mean by merit, talent, and performance.

By clearly defining what it means to “select the most qualified,” “hire and advance the best talent,” or “reward the top performers,” those responsible for selection, hiring, promotions, and rewards will be more likely to execute such guidelines carefully and consistently. In other words, articulating specific definitions of merit, talent, and performance allows your organization to establish well-defined factors and criteria to guide decision-making in your key talent management processes. Once these definitions are established and shared among key stakeholders, your organization will be well-positioned to apply them consistently in crucial decisions such as hiring, promotions, and reward distribution. Finally, continuously assessing the validity and utility of your organization’s definitions of merit, talent, and performance will further enhance the fairness and efficiency of your talent management strategies.



What Is Merit?

In my research, as described in chapter 4, I have found considerable variation in how managers make merit-based employment decisions. These decisions are often shaped by both the organizational context in which managers operate and the characteristics of the individuals they evaluate.

That awareness led me to a research project with Aruna Ranganathan of the University of California, Berkeley, aimed at investigating how managers and leaders understand and apply the concept of merit in the workplace.14 We specifically sought to explore how managers create and develop their understandings of merit during the early stages of their careers, as well as how their formative work experiences influence their decisions on hiring, promoting, and rewards once they advance into management roles. We believed that this approach could provide valuable insights for organizations looking to implement or improve merit-based processes—as we suspected that a lack of agreement on the basic definition of merit may be a key challenge, especially for organizations striving to be meritocratic and fair.

The main part of our study drew on 56 in-depth interviews of professionals with wide-ranging managerial experience.15 We recruited them in two stages. The first stage involved interviewing professionals enrolled in a graduate program at an elite North American business school (n = 45). The second stage involved interviewing working managers who were recruited from a large US company (n = 11). We used the first set of 45 interviews to start investigating individuals’ understandings of merit across a diverse set of managers enrolled in a graduate business program. Choosing such professionals was appropriate because these individuals could freely reflect on their recent experiences in managing workers. We found that the interviewees were keen to talk about decision-making relating to talent management.

Armed with our findings from this first stage, we then used our second set of 11 interviews—those with managers in a single company, a large e-commerce company in northern California, which we refer to as West-TechCo—to investigate whether our findings remained consistent when we studied one well-defined organizational context: managers working in the same company and location, with similar work responsibilities, and supervising professionals with similar educational backgrounds.

In our combined sample of 56 interviewees, 32 percent were women, 5 percent were Black, 35 percent were Asian, and about 13 percent were Hispanic. Our interviewees averaged thirty-one years old, with almost eight years of work experience and three years of managerial experience. On average, they supervised twelve employees.

In-depth interviews were essential for this project because they facilitate open expression of interviewees’ viewpoints.16 Furthermore, such interviews often reveal interviewees’ implicit knowledge and opinions, allowing future interpretation and analysis. Our interviews lasted, on average, 62 minutes. We used a semi-structured interview format that involved an interview protocol containing some predetermined questions and topics, using language familiar to the people being interviewed. We asked questions from the interview protocol in a conversational style, letting the discussion evolve according to the interviewees’ responses.17 The interviews centered on strategies and practices that the managers experienced at the organizations where they were currently or most recently employed and, in particular, whether they perceived these organizational practices to be “fair,” “equitable,” “appropriate,” and/or “right.” We asked our interviewees to discuss who deserved to advance in the workplace and encouraged specific examples from their experiences.

The interviews also probed participants to share their definitions and applications of merit in the workplace. We did not mention the word merit until the participant mentioned the word or, if they did not mention the word, until close to the end of the interview. The purpose was to uncover the managers’ preconceived understandings and interpretations of merit rather than to make them invoke standard definitions used in today’s corporate world. Interviewees expressed their individual understandings of merit through their stories and arguments.18


The Semiotic Space of Merit

We drew on the tradition of semiotics—that is, the study of signs and symbols—to analyze the interview data inductively and uncover the sometimes-hidden meaning of merit by deconstructing our interviews in context. Semiotic analysis distinguishes between surface manifestations and the underlying structure that gives meaning to those manifestations.19 It allows us to analyze how meaning is constructed and understood in particular social systems, and we used it to examine the meaning of merit in the workplace.20

Our approach involved first identifying the domains in which managers make sense of merit.21 We clearly found evidence that our interviewed managers differed widely in their understanding of merit. (This evidence was consistent with our finding that academics also use different definitions and operationalizations of merit in their scholarly work.) Second, we observed that managers’ understanding of merit repeatedly emerged as varying along three main dimensions—how merit is assessed, who the unit of analysis for merit is, and what affects merit.

To collectively represent the varied understandings of merit, we further integrated these three dimensions to compose what scholars call a semiotic space,22 defined in this case by three axes: the objectivity/subjectivity, individual/group, and achievement/ascription axes shown in figure 5.2. The conclusion is that when making any employment decision, a manager needs to decide (1) how to evaluate merit, (2) who to evaluate and who to rely on when evaluating merit, and (3) what factors to consider in the evaluation of merit.


[image: A figure illustrating a three-dimensional understanding of merit along three axes: objectivity/subjectivity, achievement/ascription, and individual/group.]

Figure 5.2. Three-dimensional understanding of merit.




Objectivity/Subjectivity Axis: How Merit Is Assessed

Back in 1997, in a Los Angeles Times article, Judy Rosener at the University of California–Irvine warned that “the word suggests that merit can, and should, be based on accomplishment that can be measured in objective terms,” but “in reality, determining merit solely on objective grounds is rare.”23 Rosener’s article sparked several responses, including one calling her argument “ridiculously simple”24 and another criticizing the “subjective standards” that she proposed as likely to fall prey to “prejudice, favoritism, and cronyism”—the very dynamics that the concept of merit was supposed to replace.25 This debate exemplified individuals’ quite differing views on whether they see merit as a subjective or objective concept.

Our interviewees also illustrated these differing perspectives. On one end, some believed that merit should be evaluated entirely objectively. They often emphasized organizational rules—specific and well-known practices, procedures, and routines—designed to recognize and reward merit. They argued that the best way to assess merit is through these rules, which are often measurable in quantitative terms. One manager said that merit is “the business brought [by employees measured through] very quantifiable numbers.” Another manager agreed that “people who come from a management background love to have a single metric or ratio to drive [the evaluation of employees].”

Managers who believed that merit should be measured objectively referred to three specific kinds of objective rules governing how merit is evaluated: metrics, formal reviews, and corporate policies. For example, some interviewees mentioned specific metrics like “GPA” for evaluating job applicants or emphasized the need to condense “20 different things” into “one metric” when deciding which candidate to promote. Many others spoke about the implementation of formal evaluation procedures and how those work appraisals depended on the position occupied in the organizational hierarchy, especially when determining who is promoted: “They did a biannual review process. They had a whole. . . very good form that you filled out, and you knew the specific areas you were going to be rated on; they made time to do the performance review. So that process was very good.”

Some managers described evaluating merit with a formal review process that allowed them to assess their subordinates through “calibration discussions” at regular intervals, such as “twice a year,” and to provide valuable feedback to their subordinates. They also detailed various organizational policies outlining how merit is assessed within their companies. Such policies clearly articulated the rules for advancement, including factors like time spent at work and seniority. They also established distinct “career tracks,” such as the managerial track, the individual contributor track, and the technologist track, each with its own specific policies for evaluating merit. This particular group of managers saw comfort in the notion that objectivity in the definition of merit, together with objective rules, helped organizations successfully manage people-related processes.

Many managers stressed that merit should be narrowly defined based on an employee’s performance as measured in particular organization-related, job-specific, or functional ways. This belief is often associated with the idea of how critical pay-for-performance schemes motivate employees to work hard. The relevance of narrowly defining merit in terms of objective performance metrics to determine pay and promotion is reflected in this quote from a manager: “So, the particular division I worked in was Private Wealth Management, where we really worked with people who have assets above $10 million. And there, it was designed, [it was] just more natural to be merit-based. So, whatever clients you got, you got the revenue from managing those relationships.. . . You were just paid based upon how much [sic] assets you have under management. So, if you are really good at that and worked really hard and built like a larger pool, you got paid more.”

Furthermore, it appeared to be central for many managers that these performance metrics could be measured easily, at a low cost, and yet with a high degree of precision. While recognizing that “soft” factors may be important in evaluating employee performance, these managers stressed that their core focus was on precisely measured metrics that were understood as contributing to fairness: “We don’t care about anything but the bottom line. So they [employees] just make it happen. And if. . . you don’t make it happen, then you’re out. So again, it’s extremely fair. It’s extremely meritocratic.” Similarly, another manager noted that pay structure is easy to determine in certain jobs where it is based on “what you bring in” in terms of more clients or assets or even time at work (in other words, not taking too much time off): “I’m not sure how it was in the other divisions, but in Private Wealth, a lot of it. . . is just based upon purely how much you bring in.. . . At the end of the day, your salary after two years’ time is based upon what you have brought to your management. If you took time off, and so now you don’t have as much for the management, just structurally, you’re not going to get as much pay.. . . It’s just a function of you haven’t built enough clients or assets to have a higher salary.”

Many managers discussed the importance of transparent steps and straightforward rules when evaluating and rewarding employees. One manager stressed how these policies were clearly understood in their prior employing organization: “It’s very transparent. You can see to it when you pitch it in, you give the calculations on how you will earn. So, eventually, like now, I know what bonus I expect next year if I am working. I can do the math, and it can be exactly that.” Some policies were about mobility and opportunities inside the company, including procedures aimed at hiring candidates and promoting opportunities for employees to move up: “Their policy was. . . they only hired one senior consultant in the history of the firm. So. . . the highest level you could come in at would be consultant, which is a post-MBA position.. . . Then you rise up.”

Other policies were clear about specific rules for advancement, sometimes relating to career paths and the clear expectations of having to work long hours to be promoted: “You have to work a lot for a long period of time. Ten years, Sundays and Saturdays, and you will reach the partner’s level. So that means being the best in terms of client relationships or maybe having different capabilities and working.” Other times, interviewees referred to policies relating to seniority as another factor that led to advancement.

Although many managers expressed that merit needs to be based on narrowly defined and precisely measured objective rules, others recognized that such performance measures might not fully capture all aspects of an employee’s contribution to the company’s success. Along these lines, HR textbooks claim that certain employers acknowledge the limitations of objective performance measures and supplement them with subjective assessments, especially for major career outcomes like job assignments, developmental opportunities, salary increases, and promotions.26 For example, investment bankers in corporate finance are measured by objective metrics such as fees generated and overall revenues. However, investment banks and many other professional firms also devote substantial resources to subjectively evaluating other factors, such as the “quality of the deals, the bankers’ contributions to customer satisfaction, training of younger associates, and marketing.”27 Even in sales and trading, where an individual’s performance can be easily tracked daily, a large portion of a trader’s compensation is determined through a subjectively awarded bonus.28

Moreover, there was a recognition that defining and evaluating merit are often at the manager’s discretion (with some managers stressing that they should always be). As one respondent stated, “It’s completely at the discretion of the boss. . . like 100 percent.” Along these lines, many of our respondents spoke about how managers exercised their authority in the workplace and “defended” their employees at critical junctures in the talent management process: “So your boss not only gives you the evaluation but also has to defend you in the evaluation committee. He wasn’t there; he was in Brazil, and he really didn’t care about me.. . . I worked a lot. Everyone was very happy except for my boss. And everyone can notice, but no one will defend me. Because if your boss doesn’t defend you, why me, who has ten other fellow employees, why would I defend you? I have my own priorities.”

In our interviews, managers described five arenas in which managerial discretion could influence how merit is assessed: (1) managers’ personal assessment of subordinates; (2) their willingness to make accommodations; (3) their power to influence project assignments; (4) their setting of work expectations; and (5) their ability to exercise favoritism. Many respondents spoke about managers making their positive personal assessment of employees known by “defending” and “recommending” them in the larger organization. Similarly, interviewees described how managers can make accommodations in their assessment of employees or offer flexibility options such as part-time work or telecommuting that can allow employees to perform better. Another way managerial discretion impacts the success of subordinates is by setting work expectations and targets/goals. According to many interviewees, expectations are included in managers’ approaches to evaluating and rewarding their subordinates’ merit.

Finally, many spoke about how often managers’ discretion allows for favoritism despite how hard all employees work. Several interviewees reflected on their own experiences as young employees witnessing nepotism in the workplace, such as when, for example, “a dad would want to promote his sons,” as well as other managerial biases when determining performance and pay; such biases have been well documented in workplace research.29

On the other extreme, we found subjectivity in the definition of merit. As one manager said, “Why does meritocracy have to equal objectively defined variables? Why can’t meritocracy also pertain to subjectively defined variables?” Within this realm of subjective understandings of merit, managers acknowledged that merit is open to interpretation and only becomes concrete when defined and applied by key decision-makers in an organization. This is where we heard managers using buzzwords—fashionable but vague, broad, and ambiguous terms—to describe what merit means in their workplaces. These buzzwords are frequently difficult to measure, allowing for various interpretations.

Some managers appreciated the subjective nature of these buzzwords because they allowed for flexibility when evaluating merit: “I can’t see any way to make [merit] more objective because all people in the investment banking industry don’t have the same function. They have different functions.. . . So I think to put a harsh rule or a harsh benchmark is not fair.” One interviewee praised their organization’s community spirit for having a broad definition of merit: “What makes. . . the company [really good] is that it’s very ‘community centric.’ It has done a lot to help different sections of [the] community out here and internationally.. . . Within the company, we kind of use that same kind of community-centric, collaborative approach,. . . [so] what you would do is you would try to map your shared commitments. . . within your own group to [this] overall purpose in evaluating [merit].”

In particular, our interviewees often referred to three buzzwords used in evaluating merit: equality, client/customer satisfaction, and company values. Some managers spoke about using equality in evaluating merit so that “all parties’ interests are kept in mind” and no wrong is done to anyone. Many managers discussed the importance of client satisfaction in evaluations of merit—that is, employees should be rewarded when the client, often external to the company, is satisfied with the output. A number of managers reflected on the subjectivity of this client/customer satisfaction buzzword and related their experiences with situations in which tensions and conflict existed between the goal of satisfying clients and other, more instrumental goals. Our interviewees also frequently mentioned linking merit to specific company values—the core operating principles often stressed by top management and reinforced by organizational processes and activities such as company orientations, training programs, and informal events. Again, interviewees described the subjective nature of evaluating merit in line with corporate values because “there isn’t a lot of process” to it.

Beyond subjective understandings of merit, some managers described merit as opaque and ambiguous. One manager stated, “Merit was definitely something that they would not put on the board. It would be a bullet point on their presentation for campus recruitments, and they would talk about transparency, but I don’t think it was practiced. And the reason partly for that was there was one owner of the firm who was powerful. So having that single founder who’s 100 percent of the company, it’s hard to really be a transparent organization because he would want to maintain control over things.”

Many managers also questioned whether the subjective definition of merit is useful: “If you say you do a subjective performance evaluation, and someone is third out of 15 consultants, what does that really mean, right? So, they call it merit-based. Is it? Does that make a better consultant? No. So, it’s called merit, and a lot of attention gets paid to it in those industries, but I don’t know that it’s necessarily right.”

In sum, managers’ notions about how merit is assessed appear to be shaped by different levels of objectivity and subjectivity. In some contexts, merit is defined by objective rules, while in others, managers stress subjective buzzwords when describing merit. In between rules and buzzwords lies the importance of managerial discretion in hiring and evaluating employees.



Individual/Group Axis: Who the Unit of Analysis for Merit Is

The second axis of merit that we identified in our study ranges from individual- to group-based understandings of merit. In the scholarly literature, great progress has been made toward a better understanding of individual versus group processes in work organizations.30 Researchers have been particularly interested in studying social influence by looking at how social groups shape individual thoughts and actions.31 Our interviews also revealed that managers’ understanding of merit in the workplace depends on the distinction between individual and group processes. When evaluating merit, managers’ responses varied, with some focusing on the individual as the appropriate unit of analysis and others considering the team or the larger group that the individual belongs to. In the middle of this axis, we observed that managers sometimes saw networks—that is, an individual’s extended relationships—as the main unit of analysis.

On one end, managers thought that the process of evaluating employees’ merit is essentially individualistic, with each person being evaluated on their own performance and talents, one at a time. Some scholars, like certain managers we spoke with, argued that such individualistic notions of merit have advantages in that free riders cannot exploit them.32 Some interviewees emphasized each individual’s opportunities to advance within the company.

Managers further distinguished three ways in which merit could be assessed at the individual level: evaluating an individual vis-à-vis peers, evaluating an individual over time, or paying attention to individual presentation. For example, some managers spoke about merit as a competitive process in which one employee doing well necessarily implies that another (typically a peer) is doing less well. Interviewees often conveyed this view when describing a bell curve system of appraisal (that is, a forced ranking system of employees imposed by top management), with managers having to “fit the curve” and “stack rank” their employees every performance cycle. Within the realm of individual definitions of merit, others also brought up the notion that because people are different and have differences in human capital, it is more appropriate to assess an individual’s progress over time, such as whether an individual takes advantage of opportunities to gain new skills or learn from colleagues. Managers also evaluate merit through individuals’ presentation of themselves, especially to superiors. For example, some managers stressed the importance of “face time” and “visibility.”33

On the other end, some managers spoke about the importance of teamwork in today’s organizations and argued for a more broad-based and collective approach to analyzing merit. Indeed, some studies suggest that incentives to contribute to group and public interest might be intricately linked to the size of teams or groups inside organizations.34 Along these lines, many managers believed that performance measures should include contributions to the group. As one manager said, “At least at [name of the consulting firm], there was a high score given to your firm participation.” Indeed, some believe that evaluation of merit should consider assisting and caring about team members. One manager told us how his managers repeatedly stressed the concept of a “caring meritocracy”: “They [didn’t] want it to be like a cutthroat environment where people are stabbing each other in the back to get ahead.. . . They wanted to promote a culture where people are cooperating, I would say. . . [where] people will collaborate, and people will help each other out, and that defines merit.”

Many managers spoke about different types of prosocial behavior, including working well with others and helping others, as important aspects of merit. As one manager said, “The employees that everyone liked the best, who [were] considered the best, were the ones who are also willing to help out other people when they needed it.” Managers also emphasized the importance of communication inside organizations.

It is worth noting that managers identified three different kinds of teams that could be appropriate bases for evaluating merit—horizontal teams, vertical teams, and virtual teams—and discussed how merit would vary across these different team structures. First, many managers spoke about flat, horizontal teams as several individuals with similar training and roles working together like a “soccer team.” In such structures, managers evaluated not only whether the “team delivers” but also the team’s “level of interconnectedness and. . . level of understanding.” Second, managers spoke about vertical teams that cross functional and hierarchical boundaries. They described how they look for synergies that come from collaboration and building on one another’s work, with an understanding that a single individual’s idea may “not always [be] the best idea,. . . but diverse teams can collaborate and come up with the best idea.” Third, some managers spoke about virtual teams that cross organizational boundaries, often with overseas team members who are either part of the same organization or part of client teams. Managers cautioned that one key to success in such teams is overcoming “culturally different approaches to the way of getting work done or collaborating.”

In the middle of our individual/group axis, some managers believed that the relevant unit of analysis for merit is an individual’s network because networks often shape career and employment experiences.35 These interviewees found it difficult to separate an individual from their immediate social connections, and they believed that an individual’s social capital is a critical source of advantage. Therefore, they argued that by using the network as the unit of analysis for merit, individuals who had worked hard to build strong networks would be rewarded. As one manager put it, “In a large corporate environment, you tend to develop a network of either friends or comrades, peers. Friends with a lot of influence, I would assume, might open doors, might be able to champion you for opportunities, might be able to highlight opportunities. So, if you’re involved with the right crowd, you might excel quicker than otherwise.”

Indeed, many managers admitted that merit was inherently a political and social process because individuals have differences in authority and power inside companies. In such settings, the evaluation of merit is not based solely on the work performed but also on the influence exerted by powerful members of the organization. A manager explained this aspect of evaluations as follows: “Definitely knowing the right people, making sure you had good face time with them, interacting was important. It was no different from probably any other job in those respects.”

Many considered the network as an important measure of one’s merit or talent: “I think like anything else, [merit is] part of your network. And if you want to network and get in front of people, you certainly can.. . . I wouldn’t consider it sucking up, and I think it’s always a wise thing to do to get in front of your superiors, and it’s part of that visibility thing, too.. . . You might have developed mentorship relationships, which then can help you.” Along these lines, managers referred to important kinds of relationships that could be part of one’s network and that were “fair game” in evaluations of merit—namely, personal connections, peer relationships, executive ties, and affinity groups.

Most managers expressed views about the relevance of personal connections in demonstrating individual merit. For example, regarding the significance of relationships outside of work to one’s career success (including mobility across organizations), some managers mentioned “family” and “friends from school.” Many managers also spoke about effective peer relationships or ties with coworkers and how those were frequently helpful in explaining variation in career outcomes. Great value was placed on recommendations from influential figures at key career stages. As one manager explained: “I think there’s also a lot of weight put on. . . who’s recommending you. I think they need recommendations either from your boss or whoever else [is] in your field as well.”

While some managers stressed personal ties with peers as critical for career success, others talked about the importance (and even the art) of networking with a key individual in the organization who could then become a “godfather” or “advocate.” In the academic literature, this idea has generally been referred to as “high-status” personal contacts,36 which can include network ties to executives in an organization. In this respect, merit could be evaluated not solely on the work performed but also on the influence exerted by powerful members of the organization.

Finally, some managers described how common interests or experiences made it easier to expand one’s network by building affinity groups. These affinity processes, such as “engineers wanted to sit with other engineers at the cafeteria during lunch,” were stressed as key to influencing the definition of merit among managers. However, some managers (especially women) highlighted how they struggled to build affinity-based ties or even establish peer relationships with their colleagues, thus suggesting how using networks as the unit of analysis for measuring merit might disadvantage or advantage certain populations.

In sum, managers’ notions about the unit of analysis for merit varied dramatically. In some organizations and businesses, merit was clearly treated as inherently individual, with managers viewing it either as a directly competitive process or as one based on politicking. In other organizational settings, managers evaluated merit at the team level, stressing the collective and collaborative aspects of merit based on roles and cooperation within teams of employees. In between individual and collective notions of merit, we found the perspective that networks were also a potential unit of analysis when thinking about allocative and evaluative processes inside certain companies.



Achievement/Ascription Axis: What Affects Merit

The third dimension in which we found that managers’ definition of merit varied was along the achievement/ascription spectrum. For decades, social scientists have studied the importance of “ascription” and “achievement.”37 Ralph Linton first introduced the concepts in his 1936 book The Study of Man,38 using the terms ascribed status versus achieved status. Typically, achievement has been used to refer to the socioeconomic position or success that an individual attains based on personal abilities, skills, talents, or efforts. Ascription, the opposite of achievement, refers to a position assigned to an individual at birth—an assignment based on traits beyond the individual’s control. Examples of such traits in the academic literature have been gender, race, and parental socioeconomic class. Thus, achieved status differs from ascribed status by virtue of being earned. The tension between achievement and ascription has long been at the core of sociological research, especially in the areas of social stratification and social mobility.39 Researchers have also focused on understanding why and how ascriptive inequality occurs in labor markets and organizations.40

In our interview data, we, too, found evidence of the tension between ascription and achievement in managers’ understandings of merit. We found that interviewees ranged from outlining specific work actions that define merit to understanding merit as a manifestation of some innate capabilities (ability) to notions that perceptions of merit in a given organizational context are affected by personal and social qualities ascribed at birth.

On one end, interviewees stressed the importance of achievement in the workplace when defining merit. Only individuals’ work actions and performance should affect evaluations of their merit in the workplace, regardless of individuals’ demographics or innate traits. One manager said: “Merit would be more about effort. . . [and] applying those talents. So, you might have those talents, but then decide not to apply them because maybe you are not motivated by your manager or the organization; therefore, you are not putting merit to work.” Similarly, another manager explained, “I think there’s merit in you doing your job and doing it well, or doing it moderately well,. . . And then there’s that above and beyond and exemplifying that. . . merits a promotion or a future project.”

Managers often referred to five kinds of work actions that affect merit: effort, performance, initiative, work experience, and education. In the case of effort, many managers indicated that if individuals “put in a little bit of work, [they] get a little bit of merit,” and if they “put in a lot of work, [they] get a lot of merit,” so that effort has an essentially one-to-one relationship with merit. Similarly, many interviewees highlighted that job performance is and should be the key factor in determining merit: the meritorious worker is the product manager who launches a successful new product, the salesperson who achieves the highest sales, or the programmer who delivers the most straightforward working code. In talking about one of her subordinates earlier in her career, an interviewee reflected, “A good programmer usually writes ten lines of code; there will be two good lines. We test it. We want it precise and simple, and you do cut the 80 percent. For him [her subordinate], in 50 lines of code, probably only one line can survive. So that’s really bad performance and lack of merit.” Individual potential, effort, and drive are harder to measure, according to many managers, but are still key for decision-making. Such features fall under the umbrella of workplace achievement. One interviewee explained, “I think merit is the proportional reward for the effort provided.”

Many interviewees also reflected on the role of initiative and on being “proactive or going outside one’s comfort zone” when defining merit. Some focused on educational attainment by describing why companies hire individuals with specific degrees or from specific schools or educational programs.

While some talked about work actions that affect merit, our interviews revealed another key aspect that lies between achievement and ascription: individual ability, which some managers viewed as necessary for successful performance in the workplace. Here, managers referred not only to innate, “God-given” capabilities that one was born with, but also to acquired abilities that one could learn through practice. Many mentioned the words intelligence, IQ, or charisma. As one interviewee put it, “In some ways, I would almost say that. . . intelligence or charisma is a form of merit in and of itself, right? There’s huge value in being well-connected and knowing what’s going on in an organization and outside the organization. Quite frankly, being like a pleasant person to be around, like those are merits in and of themselves. And I say that because I think that not everybody has it, and that’s something that you can develop. It’s not just something you’re born with.”

One manager characterized merit as being “smart” and able to think “out of the box.” Another defined merit as being “smart and self-motivated. . . like you could manage yourself, you could go out and say, ‘Okay. I see a problem; I’m going to come up with a solution and enact it; get my colleagues to come along with me.’ ” One interviewee summed up this perspective: “I think there’s certainly brilliance in terms of God’s gift.. . . Some people are born brilliant, and some people are not so brilliant.. . . When that brilliance is coupled with a drive, intense drive, I think it’s merit.”

Managers additionally delineated a few types of ability that affect merit: talent, intelligence, personality qualities, cultural knowledge, and skills. In explaining how he saw the role of one’s specific ability in understanding merit, one interviewee referred to individual talent in software engineering as having “a flair for programming.” Other managers emphasized intelligence, specifically “being smart” or “working smart,” as the most important facet of merit. Some managers referred to other individual qualities, citing “ability to work independently,” “great personality,” and “enthusiasm for learning.”

Other managers highlighted interpersonal skills, self-awareness, organizational commitment, and even willingness to sacrifice one’s personal life for work-related matters as important qualities underlying the definition of merit and success inside certain organizations. One manager opined that “in any consulting firm, the guy that decides he wants to have no life and will take whatever. . . anyone gives him will succeed. So, the manager on my project in Ghana was like that, where this guy would sleep maybe three or four hours a night for months on end every single day. He had a girlfriend in Jordan. We were in Ghana, so it’s on the other side of Africa. And he would literally like to cancel to not see her; they ended up breaking up at the end of the project.. . . But he is promoted as a principal now, and he started off as a. . . post-MBA senior associate. And within three and a half years, he made it to principal which is. . . difficult to happen.”

In interview data, we also found that cultural knowledge was highlighted as an ability that affects merit by influencing whether individuals can “establish a comfort level” with colleagues through “common background” and “cultural familiarity.” Cultural capital, a concept first introduced by Pierre Bourdieu, refers to the accumulation of knowledge, behaviors, and skills that individuals can leverage to demonstrate their cultural competence and social status; such cultural capital directly influences an individual’s access to opportunities.41 Finally, managers mentioned the role of skills—that is, specific expertise or knowledge that relates to high-skilled jobs, such as “programming skills” and “data skills”—in affecting merit.

In describing her lack of cultural capital during a summer internship in Ohio, one manager noted that her education at an elite university and lack of knowledge of Big Ten football were liabilities in that setting: “All they do is talk about Big Ten football. I don’t know if you are plugged into that, I’m not at all.. . . You do feel. . . left out.. . . I don’t think it’s something that cannot be overcome, but I think it’s something that gives you an edge if. . . you do have the same kind of cultural familiarity.”

On the other end, our interview data identified ascription as an important mechanism that affects merit in some settings. This concept of ascription, involving differential treatment according to birth characteristics, is consistent with classical research on social status and mobility.42 Sometimes, ascription-based decision-making is intentional. As one manager explained to us when she was reflecting on the use of gender when making hiring decisions: “When I look at hiring people, I’ll think at the back of my mind like ‘Hey, this is a woman. Like she’s not going to stay; she’s going to leave because she’s about 30. She’s going to have kids and take off.’. . . It’s terrible. It shouldn’t happen, but it’s just reality because being a woman is actually. . . factually more correlated with taking extended absences from the workplace. It’s just the fact that more women are going to do that.”

For a few managers, it was almost inevitable that demographics and other personal characteristics would somehow influence perceptions of merit. As one manager put it, “Oh, I’m sure merit gets conflated with other characteristics that people might have. Everyone has biases. You would hope not. But it would be ridiculous to assume it doesn’t.” A male Mexican interviewee with significant work experience in the United States said concerning nationality and ethnicity, “I think that history is very much alive today, and I think the racial and ethnic distinctions between Europeans and Indians are still very palpable in society. And I think the elite that is still, to a larger extent, European is very closed off to people who are not from that background or not from certain families or didn’t attend certain schools.. . . So, that just makes it very difficult for somebody who doesn’t have that background to be able to penetrate into those organizations. Well, I think for Blacks in the United States, I think to some extent, Indigenous people in Mexico and Blacks in the United States are in a similar situation, historical situation.”

Many managers referred to characteristics such as gender, ethnicity, nationality, age, and economic means as recurring examples of the ascriptive aspects of merit in the workplace. In speaking about gender, some highlighted how prevailing occupational gender sorting and work expectations appear to drive what is considered to be merit in the workplace. For example, some managers reported that social expectations that women are “supposed to be cute” or “dexterous” affect evaluations of women in the workplace.

Regarding age, many interviewees said that merit evaluations were affected by differences in perceptions of older workers’ dynamism, attitude, and “willingness to bust themselves.” Many managers we interviewed indicated how they came to realize that demographic features and efforts to increase diversity influence how individuals are hired, promoted, and rewarded in North American companies. As one of our Asian interviewees put it when reflecting on the racial diversity inside a US manufacturing company he had worked at in the past: “You know I would see an African American male. I would see an Indian American. I would see [a] Chinese American. I would see a. . . Caucasian.. . . Working hand in hand. And it was very unusual for me to see a different business unit that lacked. . . any one race or ethnicity. And I began to really, sort of, research that and try to understand why that’s the case. And it struck me later on what that was. . . they needed to fulfill those quotas.”

Other managers stressed the importance of socioeconomic class and wealth, especially how they potentially affect career outcomes by shaping individuals’ expectations and behaviors. One manager said that people who “come from a wealthy, sort of a traditional all-American background that plays golf in the evenings and on the weekends” are “closer to management” and are thus treated favorably in career decisions. Concerning ethnicity and nationality, a few managers stressed how certain people gravitate toward similar others in the workplace and why they evaluate those who are similar to them more highly.43 As one Japanese interviewee stated, “the top management would hang out, including me, because it was basically Japanese people.”

Along these lines, many managers recognized how similarity in demographic traits could help individuals be successful in certain industries and national contexts. According to one manager, “In Asia, more often than not, you know, if you have the same [racial] background with the clients, it is that much easier to get the business done.” In the case of gender, one professional commented about their firm’s initiatives to promote diversity: “They definitely as a firm were making a lot of conscious efforts to promote more women and make sure they retain more women because the reality was with the rest of the world kind of changing, you were seeing a lot more women having the ten million dollars [to invest].. . . There are situations where it seems we need a female because we can’t keep going to client meetings and only just being four guys on a team. It looks really bad when our prospective client is female. So, I think they were making an attempt to kind of have a little bit more balanced workplace.”

From our interviewees, we learned that ascription does not always involve malicious intent. Neither is it always about companies or their decision-makers keeping up appearances. Impulses toward ascription may originate as a result of organizational inertia, shared cultural understandings and expectations, intergroup dynamics, or even organizations’ attempts at being rational.44 Ascription can also occur when beliefs and traditional values shape employers’ management practices or when decision-makers use ascription as a proxy for productivity or employment costs.45

Because obtaining pre-hire employment data on a potential employee (such as their productivity) can be expensive or difficult, decision-makers might infer a candidate’s suitability based on the characteristics or performance of an average worker from the same (typically demographic) group. For example, they might assume that a thirty-year-old woman is more likely to take a leave from the workplace in the next coming years than a man of the same age.

Some interviewees highlighted how prevalent expectations of gender sorting into different occupations and jobs appear to drive perceptions of merit in the workplace. One manager claimed, “Different jobs were pretty sort of gendered. The transportation [department]. . . was mostly all male.. . . Certain kinds of jobs, especially ones that have a lot of heavy lifting, those will be men. But then the ones that were part of more, like dexterity or like moving really fast, those are usually women. So, they were gendered.” Some female managers commented on different social expectations or even different qualifications required for men and women doing the same jobs. Others expressed how women are often excluded from certain aspects of work: “They see women as something that is supposed to be cute, supposed to be weak, and they need to protect them. So, when they feel like that—and especially for me, I’m small, I look young—it’s really hard to prove yourself, that you’re equivalent.”

In the case of age, many interviewers made references to differences in status, dynamism, attitude, and even lifestyle that seniority confers. As one manager said, “Seniority. . . was like currency. It is like most manufacturing operations, the young ones, the younger, newer, or whatever people with maybe bachelor’s degrees, weren’t necessarily seen as these valuable entities.” Age seems to be a critical factor in some organizations. As one interviewee put it, “Because you would get younger individuals, people that were of my age, coming in that were very computer-savvy, eager to learn, great employees, I mean the kind of people where you say, ‘Wow, I wish everybody was like you.’ Because even though you’re young and you’re someone inexperienced, they’re willing to learn. They don’t have this jaded attitude, they’re really happy to be there.”

Advocates of meritocracy stress that ascribed characteristics should not matter in truly meritocratic organizations and institutions; instead, emphasis should be placed on achieved characteristics, such as educational qualifications, experience, and effort.46 However, our interviews reveal that, in practice, such factors vary. In one extreme, the only factors affecting merit are an individual’s work actions, such as performance and effort. In the middle, merit is also influenced by an individual’s ability, including intelligence and talent. In the other extreme, merit is affected by individuals’ birth characteristics.



Putting the Axes Together

So far, I have described three dimensions along which managers’ perceptions vary. I have presented each separately: how merit is assessed, who is the unit of analysis for merit, and what affects merit and its evaluation. These dimensions are captured, respectively, by the objectivity/subjectivity, individual/group, and achievement/ascription axes shown in figure 5.2. Yet, in practice, these axes overlap as managers and professionals navigate across them to make merit-related decisions, requiring them to determine not only how to evaluate merit but also whom to include in the evaluation and which factors to consider.

In this respect, the three-dimensional semiotic space in figure 5.2 illustrates the possible perceptions of merit along all three dimensions. At times, managers’ positions along each of the semiotic axes reinforce each other; at other times, they create tension. Indeed, our interviewees differed in the extent to which they considered merit decisions to be “easy” or “tricky.”

Managers in our sample navigated the semiotic space of merit in different ways. The simplest navigation of the three dimensions was at the intersection of the three axes in the center of the semiotic space, where merit is assessed objectively at the individual level with a focus on achievement. We put this understanding of merit close to the center because it is the “textbook” ideal definition of merit.47 The data reveal that some managers did identify with and subscribe to this “textbook” understanding.

However, many interviewees understood merit in ways that diverged from the center. Some managers believed that merit was assessed in their organization subjectively, at the team level, while carefully considering ascriptive characteristics; this view is diametrically opposed to the “textbook definition.” As one manager at a start-up firm put it, “Since some of the top management people come from Japan and they were in their fifties or sixties. . . there were like double standards.. . . Merit was different if you were Japanese or not. . . and if you were in Japan or not.. . . [Another fact is that the manager] doesn’t set goals.. . . He just sits and waits for the subordinates to do things. When the team doesn’t meet his silent expectations, he just doesn’t talk to them.. . . But we also had a biotech culture.. . . So the focus [was] really on science.. . . The junior people were all organized in scientist teams.”

Although these quotes illustrate two extreme views of merit, most managers in the sample were somewhere in the middle. Several managers stressed that merit should be evaluated subjectively, at the individual level, and with a moderate focus on achievement. As one manager working for an information technology firm said, “I used my assessment of the individual merit where I thought so-and-so really put the effort in, did the best they could, maybe they didn’t quite get everything, but they really worked. It’s hard to, I don’t know how to describe it otherwise, like merit as an intangible quality of an individual, is more about their engagement and their personal commitment, rather than actually being able to do the work. They tried, they tried really hard. It seems like merit to me.. . . Yeah, predominantly, I think there are individuals making subjective decisions based on how they feel about that individual.”

Our interview data, therefore, revealed that managers subscribe to a variety of definitions of merit. Importantly, Aruna Ranganathan and I also found that definitions of merit even vary among managers with similar professional backgrounds working for the same company.48 As part of our research, we examined how the definition of merit varied within a subsample of eleven managers at a large e-commerce company, West-TechCo. Over a three-month period, we identified these professionals, who were all working at the same location and holding similar job titles and professional backgrounds. We then conducted interviews with them following an identical approach to that used with our broader sample. Upon analyzing this supplementary interview data, we found results consistent with those from the full sample—variation in the understanding of merit across the same three dimensions. This additional analysis reinforced the finding that a wide range of interpretations of merit can exist even within a relatively homogeneous group of decision-makers.




The Impact of Differing Definitions of Merit

Varying definitions of merit could be a key reason why achieving meritocracy in practice has proven so challenging. Intrigued by the diversity in managers’ perceptions of merit, I became determined to gather additional survey data soon after we completed the interviews. To date, I have collected over 3,500 survey responses from managers and executives across businesses of all sizes, as well as from some nonprofit and governmental institutions. All respondents are professionals with experience managing individuals in the workplace. The preliminary analysis of such responses is striking (see table 5.1).


Table 5.1
Importance of factors affecting managers’ assessments of individuals’ merit


	Factor

	Observed minimum

	Observed maximum

	Mean

	Standard deviation






	Performance

	1

	7

	6.50

	0.89




	Ability

	1

	7

	6.17

	1.04




	Effort

	1

	7

	6.06

	1.10




	Initiative

	1

	7

	5.92

	1.14




	Specific skills

	1

	7

	5.59

	1.23




	Talent

	1

	7

	5.54

	1.23




	Intelligence

	1

	7

	5.18

	1.26




	Experience

	1

	7

	5.00

	1.49




	Training

	1

	7

	4.80

	1.50




	Personality

	1

	7

	4.50

	1.53




	Social origins

	1

	7

	2.43

	1.71




	Age

	1

	7

	1.99

	1.41




	Gender

	1

	7

	1.65

	1.32




	Ethnicity

	1

	7

	1.62

	1.35




	Nationality

	1

	7

	1.61

	1.32






Note: Professionals were asked a specific question: “When identifying and selecting the best, how important is each of the following factors in determining their merit?” Values ranged from 1 (“Not an important factor”) to 7 (“A very important factor”). (N=3,556)

Consistent with my work with Aruna Ranganathan, I found that managers and executives incorporate a multiplicity of factors when making people-management decisions, regardless of what the organization is looking for and what the organization values culturally. These professionals were asked a specific question: “When identifying and selecting the best, how important is each of the following factors in determining their merit?” Values ranged from 1 (“Not an important factor”) to 7 (“A very important factor”).

Table 5.1 shows three critical patterns. First, when selecting the best, performance, ability, and effort are the top three factors, each with mean values above 6. Performance is the top factor, with an average of 6.5 and the lowest variation among all the factors listed. These three highest factors are followed by five other factors that are often discussed: initiative, specific skills, talent, intelligence, and experience, which all have average values between 5 and 6.

Second, social origins, age, gender, ethnicity, and nationality are the five factors in the list with the lowest means. Nevertheless, some respondents revealed that they think such demographics are important to consider in hiring and promotion decisions. In the sample, 6 percent of respondents thought it was important to consider gender (as measured by a value of 5 or higher in the Likert scale I used to code answers). Also, 6 percent thought it was important to consider ethnicity, and 5.6 percent thought it was important to consider nationality.

Third, notice that the observed values for all factors in table 5.1 ranged between 1 and 7. This means that some respondents considered social origins, age, gender, ethnicity, and nationality to be very important (and responded 7), while others thought they were not important at all (and responded 1). Strikingly, some participants rated performance, ability, or effort as not important, contrary to the large majority. About 2 percent thought effort was not an important factor and thus responded 1, 2, or 3 to the question. Similar percentages were found for performance and ability.

One limitation of this descriptive analysis is that the sample includes individuals working in a wide variety of industries, companies, and locations within the United States. To account for the variation in responses due to these different contexts, I computed the same descriptive statistics for a subsample of 65 engineers, participants in one of my workshops, who all were working in the same high-tech company. Interestingly, this more homogeneous sample of managers produced results similar to those of the entire sample. In this subsample, the two top factors were effort and performance, and yet the observed values for every factor ranged from 1 to 7. Many engineers in this company saw gender, ethnicity, and nationality as “very important factors” in their people management decisions, while others did not consider such factors at all.

With the larger sample of over 3,500 managers from a variety of companies, I also ran a vignette experiment in which participants were presented with three fictional employees working in product development projects in one unit of a large service organization. Two employees, the “test profiles,” obtained the same performance score, and the third employee, the “filler profile,” was always a low-performing employee.49 After reviewing all three employees’ performance evaluations, participants were asked a few questions regarding hiring, promotion, and reward decisions. One key question was to decide how much bonus each employee deserved, with a $1,000 budget to distribute among the three employees.50 They were also asked to rate how much they agreed that (1) hiring the employee was the right decision (on a scale from 1, “Definitely wrong decision,” to 7, “Definitely right decision”); (2) the employee should be considered for promotion (on a scale from 1, “Definitely do not promote,” to 7, “Definitely do promote”); and (3) the employee is likely to be successful in the future (on a scale from 1, “Will not be successful,” to 7, “Will be highly successful”).

Participants were unaware that, while the two “test profiles” were identical in their performance scores, only their gender had been manipulated through gendered first names, Michael and Patricia, on their evaluation forms. All participants were encouraged to follow the meritocratic core values of the company, which were described as (1) all employees are rewarded fairly, (2) whether an employee deserves a raise is determined by their performance, (3) raises and bonuses are entirely based on the performance of the employee, (4) promotions are given to employees when their performance shows that they deserve it, and (5) the company’s goal is to reward all employees equitably every year. The results of my analyses were striking and are summarized in table 5.2.


Table 5.2
Decisions about hiring, rewards, and advancement


	
	Response to question ( )




	Key question

	Michael

	Patricia

	Differenced






	How much of a merit-based bonus should they receive?

	
	
	



	Average

	$400.25

	$375.95

	$24.30***




	
	(3.909)

	(3.896)

	(4.40)




	Do you think that hiring this employee was the right decision?

	
	
	



	Averagea

	6.116

	5.97

	0.146***




	
	(0.023)

	(0.025)

	(4.32)




	Definitely WRONG decision

	0.23%

	0.40%

	



	Definitely RIGHT decision

	40.88%

	34.60%

	



	Do you think this employee should be considered for promotion?

	
	
	



	Averageb

	5.383

	5.232

	0.151***




	
	(0.028)

	(0.029)

	(3.77)




	Definitely DO NOT promote

	0.96%

	1.36%

	



	Definitely DO promote

	17.78%

	14.41%

	



	How likely is this employee to be successful in the future?

	
	
	



	Averagec

	5.884

	5.839

	0.044




	
	(0.024)

	(0.024)

	(1.30)




	Will NOT be successful

	0.28%

	0.23%

	



	Will BE HIGHLY successful

	29.29%

	27.09%

	



	Recruiters/Participants (Observations)

	1,777

	1,770

	





Note: Michael and Patricia are equally performing employees. Standard errors in parentheses.

a Reponses were on a scale from 1, “Definitely wrong decision,” to 7, “Definitely right decision.”

b Reponses were on a scale from 1, “Definitely do not promote,” to 7, “Definitely do promote.”

c Reponses were on a scale from 1, “Will not be successful,” to 7, “Will be highly successful.”

d T-tests were computed to test whether the differences are significant. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05.

On average, Michael was assigned a bonus of $400 while Patricia’s was $376, a statistically significant $24 difference. In the case of Michael, 40.88 percent of the respondents answered that it was the right decision to hire this consultant, versus 34.60 percent who said that in the case of Patricia. When it came to promotion, 17.78 percent said that Michael should be considered for promotion, versus 14.41 percent who said that about Patricia. Regarding who was extremely likely to succeed at the company, 29.29 percent of the respondents chose Michael, and 27.09 percent chose Patricia. (This last difference was not statistically significant, though.)

Given the additional data collected from this subset of experiments, I was able to run several regression models predicting how large the bonus difference was between the equally performing male and female consultants. After controlling for the study participants’ own gender, race, level of education, and experience in the models, there was still a significant gender gap, consistent with the paradox of meritocracy effect (described in chapter 4). Furthermore, gender, race, level of education, and experience of the study participant were not significant factors predicting the merit-based bonus gap between the two equally performing employees, Michael and Patricia.

Notably, I also found that the managers’ conceptions of merit played a significant role in explaining the gender gap in the bonus. Professionals who considered performance “an extremely important factor” in merit (as measured earlier in the survey, before they had to make their decision) reduced the gender bonus gap by 64 percent. However, those who said that gender was “an extremely important factor” increased the gender bonus gap by 10 percent in favor of the male consultant. When it came to evaluating the decision to hire the two employees, those participants who said gender was “an extremely important factor” were more likely, by a statistically significant margin, to support the decision to hire Michael over Patricia.

Although this was an experiment with professionals familiar with hiring and rewarding employees, it illustrates the potential implications of a priori different conceptions of merit when making hiring decisions and allocating rewards within organizations.



The Process of Understanding and Applying Merit in People-Related Decisions

In our research, Aruna Ranganathan and I further proposed a process model outlining how managers come to define and approach evaluating merit in the workplace.51 Figure 5.3 illustrates this model, showing key steps (represented by boxes) and the mechanisms that connect them (represented by arrows). The model considers two main career stages: (1) being evaluated as an employee and (2) evaluating others as a manager. It explores the main factors influencing a manager’s personal understanding and application of merit.


[image: A flow chart illustrating how the experience of being evaluated as an employee shapes their personal understanding of merit, which in turn influences how that individual will evaluate others after being promoted to management. As employees progress in their careers, their experiences with hiring, promotion, and rewards form their perceptions of each career outcome as either positive or negative, and the process of achieving it as fair or unfair. These perceptions then determine which factors they consider relevant to their understanding of merit. Positive, fair evaluation outcomes lead to the inclusion of certain factors, whereas negative, unfair evaluation outcomes result in their exclusion. This ongoing process refines their personal conception of merit, which encompasses how merit is assessed, who is evaluated for merit, and what influences merit judgments. When these individuals become managers, they often seek to replicate the perceived fairness or correct the unfairness they encountered, adopting either a “focused” or a “diffuse” approach to evaluating others' merit.]

Figure 5.3. The process of defining and applying merit in the workplace. Source: Adapted from Emilio J. Castilla and Aruna Ranganathan, “The Production of Merit: How Managers Understand and Apply Merit in the Workplace,” Organization Science 31, no. 4 (2020): 915.


The process model shows how an individual’s understanding of merit evolves through their experiences of being evaluated before becoming a manager.52 Each evaluation an employee undergoes after entering the labor market iteratively shapes their understanding of merit. As they progress in their careers, employees undergo various evaluations for hiring, promotion, and rewards. By comparing these outcomes to their own expectations, employees come to perceive each career outcome as either positive or negative and the process of achieving it as fair or unfair. These perceptions then influence what factors they consider relevant to their own understanding of merit.

Our interview data revealed that individuals tend to include factors they believe were decisive in their own past evaluations if those evaluations were perceived as positive and fair. Conversely, if an evaluation was perceived as negative and unfair, they tend to exclude those factors. This recurring process refines their personal understanding of merit, which we found to include three main dimensions—how merit is assessed, who the unit of analysis for merit is, and what affects merit.

Then, our model shows that when individuals become managers, they often replicate the fairness or avoid the unfairness they experienced. We identified two distinct approaches to evaluating merit among our interviewees. The first, the “focused” approach, involves assessing only the work actions of employees, quantitatively and at the individual level. According to the interviewees, this approach helps reduce bias and favoritism because the evaluation is clearly specified and leaves little room for subjective interpretation or discretion.

The second approach, the “diffuse” approach, involves evaluating both the work actions and the personal qualities of employees using quantitative and qualitative criteria. This approach considers the individual within the context of their broader team. The advantage of this approach, as described by the interviewees, is that it allows for a more holistic evaluation of employees, accounting for factors difficult to measure quantitatively or objectively.

Figure 5.4 provides a detailed example of how one manager in our sample navigated through the process model to develop a personal definition of merit and an approach to evaluating it. (Our analysis is limited to the experiences and evaluations this individual chose to discuss.) Before entering the workforce (see “Pre Labor-Market Entry” inside “Personal Understanding of Merit” box in figure 5.4), this professional—through his choice of a career in computer science—initially viewed merit as “being rewarded for using your skills to the highest and best ability.” After entering the labor market as an employee, he experienced three important instances of evaluation (see “Experience Being Evaluated” box): two evaluations he considered positive and fair and one he viewed as negative and unfair (see “Outcome of Evaluation” box). The fair evaluations, both hiring related, led him to include “subjectivity” and “insight” as components of merit (see “Refinement of Understanding of Merit” box). The unfair evaluation, related to a promotion decision, led him to exclude “personal interactions” from his criteria for evaluating merit. Consequently, he came to understand merit as “recognizing what. . . is important to the company ” (see “Post Employee Evaluations” inside “Personal Understanding of Merit” box), reflecting a shift from his original focus on “skills” and “best ability.” As a result, this manager adopted a diffuse approach to evaluating merit “in a multifaceted way” (see “Application of Merit in Evaluating Others” box in figure 5.4).


[image: A flow chart showing how one individual came to understand and apply the concept of merit, using examples from that person's educational and work history-from studying mathematics and computer science in college to becoming a corporate manager.]

Figure 5.4. Illustration of a manager’s definition and application of merit. Source: Adapted from Emilio J. Castilla and Aruna Ranganathan, “The Production of Merit: How Managers Understand and Apply Merit in the Workplace,” Organization Science 31, no. 4 (2020): 916.


Our process model, therefore, illustrates how individuals form their own personal understanding of merit, shedding light on why managers may have widely different interpretations of what merit means. It also identifies two primary approaches to evaluating merit. While we did not collect data on employment outcomes for employees assessed by these managers, we speculate that focused and diffuse approaches to evaluating merit could impact employees’ careers differently, especially in organizations, occupations, and industries that already favor one approach over the other when determining who should be rewarded and professionally advanced.



Gender and Racial Patterns in the Understanding of Merit

In the final stage of our analysis, we looked for demographic patterns in how managers evaluate merit. Prior studies on gender and leadership,53 as well as on race and leadership,54 suggest that women and racially disadvantaged groups often adopt different managerial practices and leadership styles than their White male counterparts. For example, women have been shown to adopt leadership styles that are more democratic and transformational than those of their male counterparts.55 Similarly, leaders from racially disadvantaged groups are less likely to support “harsh discipline”56 and more likely to exhibit considerate behavior57 than their racial-majority counterparts. We therefore expected the White male managers in our sample to approach the evaluation of merit differently than managers who were non-White and/or female.

To explore this question, we returned to our company sample consisting of eleven interviews of managers at West-TechCo. The company sample was our most homogeneous sample of managers: they all worked within the same company and location, had similar professional backgrounds, and had all begun as engineers. We found that six of the eleven managers used a focused approach to evaluating merit. In contrast, the four managers who applied a diffuse approach were all White men (with only one White man using a focused approach). Although the numbers were small, the pattern was clear.

Next, we wanted to determine whether demographically different managers arrive at their understandings of merit differently. Relying on the labor market and workplace inequality literature, we focused on the personal experiences of being evaluated that were discussed in the interviews and the outcomes of those evaluations.58 We wanted to determine whether the women and racially disadvantaged groups at West-TechCo. had described their evaluation experiences as having been unfair and, if so, how they had subsequently refined their understanding of merit. To do so, we coded all the evaluations mentioned in the interviews, deidentified them, and had an independent research assistant (who had not previously been involved in the project and was unaware of its objective) code whether each evaluation was perceived as fair or unfair by the interviewee. Independently, we also coded the evaluations ourselves; we found consistency between the research assistant’s coding and our own.

In total, fourteen evaluations were discussed across the eleven interviews. White male managers reported six fair evaluations and one unfair evaluation, whereas women and racially disadvantaged interviewees reported one fair and six unfair evaluations. Consistent with prior research on workplace inequality, we found that White men generally perceived more of their evaluation experiences as fair than women and individuals from racially disadvantaged groups.

The process model in figure 5.3 posits that, as a result of experiencing what they saw as fair or unfair evaluations, managers refine their understandings of merit by either ruling in or ruling out particular factors leading to their merit approach. We predicted that subjectively fair evaluation outcomes would lead to a diffuse approach to evaluating merit and that unfair outcomes would lead to a focused approach. As a final step, we coded how individual managers’ understandings of merit changed after having experienced a particular evaluation. Again, we found that, on average, White men experienced more subjectively fair outcomes and adopted a broad approach. By contrast, women and racially disadvantaged members experienced more subjectively unfair outcomes and adopted a focused approach.

To illustrate such a process, consider a White male manager from California who took part in our study.59 He described a hiring evaluation that he perceived as fair. He was offered the job because of his connections and likability, and he described it as a legitimate and productive way to find jobs. He said, “I will claim, yes, that I am fantastic at identifying those hiring opportunities [through networks].. . . I have very few complaints.. . . It looks like I have perfect timing.” When describing how this hiring outcome had influenced his understanding of merit, he said, “[In] doing hiring and promotions. . . who actually has the best skills?. . . I’m not sure there’s ever an awareness of who has the best skills for things.. . . Instead merit, for me, is. . . so, it values the subjectivity.. . . In my opinion, [it’s] a balance between ‘I understand the numbers’ and ‘I understand the feelings.’ ” As a result of this hiring experience, he incorporated subjectivity into his understanding of merit. This experience, combined with two similar evaluation experiences, ultimately led this manager to his diffuse approach to evaluating merit.

In contrast, consider an Asian American female manager who lived in Massachusetts before moving to California for work. She described a promotion evaluation that she had perceived as unfair: “People make different decisions based on the gender of the individual.. . . [It’s] an impacting factor because women tend to be gentler and not that outspoken, and then that’s a disadvantage.. . . They may seem like you are not driving things.. . . Because then you just follow instructions and don’t really make a change, but. . . for men, most of them are more outspoken, I would say. So, then they get a better chance.. . . Women like me have less chances to get promoted precisely because of this.” This manager attributed the unfair outcome to her gentle nature. When describing how this evaluation had affected her, she said, “I. . . don’t think the promotion should be based on. . . if your voice is louder.. . . It should just be based on what you have delivered.” Thus, this manager ruled out “assertiveness” as a factor that should be considered in assessing merit, and she ultimately adopted a focused approach to evaluating merit.



Merit Is in the Eye of the Beholder

Merit and the ideal of meritocracy are central to organizational life, as our interviews revealed. In my research, I have examined how managers and professionals define and apply the concepts of merit and talent when making employment decisions. A key finding—one with an important warning for the success of meritocratic talent management systems—is that there is no universal consensus about what merit actually is. Even managers and executives with similar training and experiences, working in the same organization, often hold different views. Yet, organizations rarely acknowledge that definitions of “merit” and “talent” can be broad, vague, and highly subjective—essentially, in the eye of the beholder.

As I have discussed in this chapter, decision-makers responsible for recruitment, selection, and evaluation do not always operate under the same assumptions about what constitutes merit and which qualities or traits should be rewarded and promoted in their organizations. Our research reveals that individuals’ understandings of merit vary across three dimensions: how it is assessed (objectivity vs. subjectivity), who is evaluated (individual vs. group), and what influences it (achievement vs. ascription). This variation becomes even more problematic as individuals increasingly move across organizations, industries, locations, and roles—each with different views on what makes applicants and employees the most talented. As a result, merit cannot be taken for granted as a universally accepted principle; rather, it reflects individuals’ own experiences, biases, and contextual influences.

A key practical implication of this lack of consensus—particularly among recruiters, managers, and leaders within the same organization—is that it can introduce inconsistencies and inefficiencies in hiring, promotion, and evaluation processes. Moreover, it can reinforce personal biases and favoritism in the design, operation, and outcomes of talent management systems, ultimately undermining organizational efforts to achieve meritocracy in practice.

In the following part III, I will elaborate on the actions leaders and organizations should take to address—and avoid—the key warnings discussed in part II and effectively foster meritocracy and excellence in their talent management processes.







Part III Building Meritocratic Organizations

Building an equitable organization is a journey, not a destination. It requires ongoing self-reflection, a willingness to learn, and a commitment to taking action on what you learn.

—Melinda French Gates, American philanthropist

Building equitable organizations is not a one-time initiative or a quick fix, but rather a continuous process that requires ongoing commitment, accountability, and action from all members of the organization.

—Tracie Powell, journalist and founder of the Ida B. Wells Society for Investigative Reporting

Building equitable organizations requires intentional and sustained efforts to identify and remove systemic barriers, biases, and inequities. It means creating a culture of belonging where every individual feels valued and respected, and where diversity is celebrated as a strength.

—Darren Walker, president of the Ford Foundation






Chapter Six A Data-Driven Approach to Achieving Meritocracy

Building meritocratic and equitable organizations is a complex yet critical endeavor, as many corporate leaders recognize. It requires effective talent management systems to attract, develop, and retain qualified and motivated individuals—key drivers of organizational success. Up to this point, I have presented research with important warnings for today’s organizations, suggesting that achieving truly objective and fair evaluations of merit is a significant challenge in practice. Moreover, the research suggests that many organizations that self-identify as meritocratic or talent-driven may be anything but.

Specifically, I have cautioned that certain organizational efforts to foster meritocracy and excellence in organizations may paradoxically deepen inequities and unfairness. And I have presented evidence of three key findings—along with their related warnings—that highlight what I call the meritocracy paradox, the central theme of this book.

The first warning is that simply having organizational processes in place to hire, evaluate, and promote the best does not automatically guarantee fairness, equity, or diversity in practice. In fact, any talent management process can be subject to bias, and there is a risk that people-based management systems—rather than fostering excellence and opportunity for all—may actually reinforce or create advantages for certain groups over others.

The second warning is that emphasizing meritocracy—whether implicitly or explicitly—as the foundation of hiring, promotion, and reward practices may backfire on women, racial minorities, immigrants, and other historically disadvantaged groups. When individuals believe a system is meritocratic, they may be less likely to recognize and correct for biases in their decision-making. This can lead to unfair treatment of certain individuals or groups and limit the potential for equity, diversity, and inclusion in your workplace.

The third warning is that there is no universal agreement on what merit actually is. Even managers and executives with similar training and experience within the same organization often hold differing views. This lack of consensus on what constitutes merit or talent can ultimately derail efforts to build a truly meritocratic system.

The encouraging news is that fostering true meritocracy in the workplace does not entail an extravagant amount of time or resources, but rather a strategic and intentional focus on debiasing talent management processes. As highlighted in the opening quotes of this part, achieving meritocracy—like equity—requires “ongoing self-reflection, a willingness to learn, and a commitment to taking action” (French Gates); it is not “a one-time initiative or a quick fix, but rather a continuous process” (Powell); and it requires “intentional and sustained efforts to identify and remove systemic barriers, biases, and inequities” (Walker).

Taking action is essential. But, when doing so, organizational leaders should critically assess the effectiveness of widely promoted “best practices” not only for advancing equity and opportunity for all but also for fostering excellence in the management of people. Not all “best practices” or popular initiatives work for every organization and business. I frequently hear from leaders who are skeptical about the effectiveness of specific practices, and many are unsurprised when certain so-called best practices fail to yield results for their organizations. Why would they when each organization faces unique challenges? Still, pressure to act—whether due to public expectations, internal demand, or good intentions—often leads companies to implement generic solutions without first diagnosing their specific needs.

In this chapter, I propose a more effective approach—a data-driven talent management strategy that actively addresses bias and inequity while ensuring efficient, fair, and meritocratic decision-making. To illustrate, a metaphor may be helpful. If you own a car, you know that you have to maintain it regularly and that it needs periodic checks and repairs. A car is a complex system that is constantly affected by external forces—such as rain and snow, heat, friction, and gravity—under which parts of the vehicle periodically break down. A car is also affected by contextual and even social factors, such as the quality of the roads and how other drivers operate their vehicles around us. Car manufacturers know this, so they provide dashboards that alert us to problems (e.g., low tire pressure, high engine temperature, battery issues) or the need to take the vehicle in for service.

People management systems in a meritocratic organization are also complex. Over time, all kinds of forces (including different types of biases and social processes) work on these systems. You need to monitor them and continually adjust, repair, or replace parts of the system accordingly. However, no one would decide to get their tires or catalytic converter replaced simply because they knew their neighbors recently did or because they read an article about how many vehicle owners were replacing their catalytic converters. Maintaining a car involves monitoring, diagnosing, and addressing specific problems—not just looking for popular repair solutions. Yet, many organizations take precisely this kind of “best practice” approach to talent management, imitating their competitors when instead, they should focus on monitoring and diagnosing their own system’s specific challenges.

The “best practice” approach often falls short because it fails to account for the specific context of an organization. In the following sections, I will illustrate why generic and popular solutions do not work equally well for all organizations and businesses. Later, I will present and develop a more promising alternative: an ongoing data-driven strategy to continuously assess and refine meritocratic practices. By systematically monitoring and adjusting talent management processes, organizations can cultivate a fairer and more effective system—one that genuinely rewards talent and fosters an inclusive and high-performing workplace.


The “Best Practice” Approach Does Not Always Work

To date, many organizations interested in reducing biases and unfairness have gravitated toward popular tactics that they see other organizations use or commentators praise—for example, holding certain types of diversity and other management training sessions, blinding specific parts of the selection processes, or adding a statement about equal opportunity to their website. Given societal pressure to demonstrate that they promote fairness and opportunity for all, many employers have even treated such practices as a way of “checking the box.”

However, such “window-dressing” tactics often do not achieve the desired results.1 Empirical evidence suggests that many commonly used and widespread workplace practices are not effective for all organizations. Consider, for example, five popular practices that many companies have adopted: (1) running general diversity training programs for recruiters, hiring managers, and other key decision-makers; (2) training about implicit bias using the Implicit Association Test; (3) using “blind” screening in the recruitment and selection process; (4) removing gendered language from job postings and other recruitment messages; and (5) introducing artificial intelligence (AI) into screening and selection processes. This list is not comprehensive—there are many additional ways organizations attempt to improve equity and fairness in their people-related processes—but it illustrates how unlikely some companies are to achieve true meritocracy by adopting any particular popular tactic alone.


1. Diversity Training Is Not Always Effective

To address potential biases, many organizations have turned to training those who screen, hire, evaluate, and reward candidates and employees. Such training has become a profitable industry over the past decades. According to a 2017 blog entry on McKinsey & Company’s website, about $8 billion is spent annually on diversity and inclusion training in the United States alone.2 Some training sessions are mandatory, with the purpose of correcting past discriminatory behaviors in the workplace; judges have been mandating training on diversity, equity, and inclusion for managers and professionals as part of court rulings. These programs, despite their limited efficacy in removing decision-making biases over the long term, tended to be the ones most supported by leaders and policymakers. Further, they often help maintain good optics and can also provide a legal defense against potential discrimination claims.3

Unfortunately, scholars have long advised that certain diversity training programs may not achieve the intended change in the workplace.4 By analyzing data from hundreds of US employers over time to assess how different equity measures work, Alexandra Kalev and Frank Dobbin showed that typical diversity training programs, particularly the mandatory ones, could actually lead to declines in management diversity.5 In businesses that implemented mandatory diversity training for managers, the researchers found no increase in the percentage of White women, Black men, and Hispanics in management positions five years after the training. During that period, the percentage of Black women in management dropped by 9 percent, while the share of Asian Americans decreased by 4 percent.

This result is not surprising given that HR specialists and consultants repeatedly report that managers and professionals often dislike mandatory diversity courses and respond to them “with anger and resistance,” as Dobbin and Kalev write.6 Part of the problem may be the training material used in such courses. Many firms used to include threats and “negative incentives” in their diversity training, such as “discriminate, and the company will pay the price,” which is an approach that tends to make managers defensive and resistant to change. Some diversity training programs include dated (even irrelevant) content or materials that do not necessarily encourage participants to support diversity in productive ways. Some have suggested that antibias material that articulates various stereotypes may emphasize the salience of such stereotypes, call for their suppression, and, ironically, reinforce them in the participants’ minds.7 Sometimes, training efforts to improve the views of a particular target group can unintentionally increase the negative views of others.8 Whatever the reason, many participants in mandatory diversity training programs “report more animosity toward other groups afterward.”9

However, Dobbin and Kalev also found that voluntary diversity training resulted in greater results over time: Black men, Hispanic men, and Asian American men and women saw increases of 9 percent to 13 percent in management five years after the training, with no decline among White or Black women. In their book Getting to Diversity: What Works and What Doesn’t,10 Dobbin and Kalev continue to show that companies benefit little from requiring their managers to participate in diversity training or from introducing hiring and promotion policies and sanctions to influence managers’ behavior. Ultimately, part of the problem may be the lack of top management support for diversity or the lack of managerial rewards for increasing diversity.11

Even when diversity training programs yield positive effects, the returns can be modest. Edward Chang and colleagues conducted a field experiment at a global organization to test whether a brief online diversity training program could improve attitudes and behaviors toward women.12 The study involved over three thousand employees and a control group that did not receive the training. Twenty weeks out, the researchers assessed participants’ attitudes and their actual workplace decisions. The key finding of the field experiment was that employees in the receiving training condition appeared to be significantly more supportive of women than employees in the control condition after the intervention. Such a positive effect of the diversity intervention was even larger for employees located outside the United States, suggesting how the national context and other contextual factors potentially moderate the impact of such interventions.

The news was less promising when measuring actual behaviors pertaining to women compared to men. Chang and colleagues reported that their diversity training intervention “successfully generated some behavior change among groups whose average untreated attitudes were already strongly supportive of women before training.” Regarding informal mentoring of women, however, the researchers found no significant differences between the treatment and control groups regarding the average number of women selected for informal mentorship per consented participant at the studied organization. Approximately six weeks after recruitment to the training, they found no differences in the number of women recognized for excellence.13 Overall, the authors conclude, like many other prior empirical studies: “Although we find evidence of attitude change and some limited behavior change as a result of our training, our results suggest that the one-off diversity trainings that are commonplace in organizations are not panaceas for remedying bias in the workplace.”14

A note of caution is warranted here. While some scholars and practitioners have critiqued the effectiveness of certain diversity training programs, their intent has not necessarily been to oppose diversity initiatives altogether. Instead, many advocate for organizational leaders to develop and implement targeted, structural solutions that improve diversity, fairness, and inclusion.15 Indeed, to achieve true meritocracy, certain organizations and businesses do need to ensure that their efforts effectively promote opportunity for all, fostering diversity and inclusion at every level.



2. Raising Awareness About Implicit Biases May Not Bring About Change

One prevalent intervention, promoted by HR professionals and consultants for several years worldwide, consists of running workshops to raise awareness of implicit biases, particularly those related to gender and race. Professionals and employees often request and appreciate such initiatives. These workshops are relatively easy to implement and help inform individuals of potential demographic biases affecting the workplace. Not surprisingly, many researchers became interested in measuring the effectiveness of these interventions by examining the extent to which participants in such workshops (typically, individuals who self-select into them) are more aware of implicit biases, express fewer biases, and become more willing to engage in action to reduce biases after participating in the workshop.16 However, such studies often measure reported positive effects in the short term, that is, soon after the workshops take place. Additionally, some of the observed changes are potentially attributable to other factors and events that may have occurred over the same period.

A standard tool in these trainings is the Implicit Association Test (IAT), which measures associations between concepts (e.g., women, Blacks, gays) and evaluations (e.g., good, bad) or stereotypes (e.g., competent, warm, lazy). The IAT assumes that by making individuals aware of their implicit biases, we can encourage them to make less biased decisions. According to a Project Implicit blog post, since its founding, more than 20 million people have completed IAT studies through its websites.17 In addition, many organizations and businesses use some form of the IAT to raise awareness of biases.

As I wrote earlier in this book, academic and popular debate has focused on the IAT’s effectiveness or lack thereof. In 2019, Chloë FitzGerald and colleagues did a review of thirty studies conducted between May 2005 and April 2017 and tested interventions aimed at reducing implicit bias and its effects. They concluded that the impact of the kind of training that organizations favor the most, such as “short, one-shot sessions that can be completed and the requisite diversity boxes ticked,” is unlikely to last long or influence participants’ long-term habits and behavior in people management decisions.18 Furthermore, many scholars have identified reasonable and often significant issues regarding the test’s validity, reliability, and usefulness in assessing (not to mention reducing) implicit biases.19

Arguably, one potential reason for the lack of documented effectiveness could be that the concept of implicit bias and the many commercial applications to address it have been “developed by non-psychologists” and may not be “appropriately guided by the existing body of research findings.”20 Some say that the jury is still out, even though several academic studies have found evidence that the test does not help address biases in actual employment decisions.21 However, while I agree with many criticisms of IAT methodology, the idea of helping leaders and professionals do some exercise or test that shows them how we can all be affected by biases and stereotypes can still be of great value for certain organizations. Moreover, it is also fair to note that no practice has proven to be a panacea in addressing biases or improving equity. It is, therefore, unsurprising that the IAT is not a remedy for all prejudices we may have.

Despite the criticisms, the IAT remains a popular and relatively inexpensive intervention for organizations to adopt, if only to signal their commitment to educating employees about diversity, equity, and inclusion. Some businesses may provide IAT workshops to preempt lawsuits alleging discrimination. Others have adopted implicit bias training because they believed it to be among the “best practices,” when it may simply be the best guess at the time.22

IAT workshops may be doing little besides making leaders and professionals aware that we all have mental biases. This is not surprising, given that research indicates it is not easy to change implicit biases with short-term training interventions.23 Common sense also helps us realize that quick training programs (online, for instance, or a couple of hours in person) will unlikely change long-term behaviors and biases. In fact, given the research reviewed earlier in the book, there are reasons to fear that poorly designed training programs could make those biases and stereotypes even more salient and justifiable in people’s minds, thus ironically reinforcing the very biases they are intended to address.



3. Blind Hiring Is Not a Panacea

Many employers have blindly (pun intended) adopted the practice of blind hiring, that is, removing or masking applicants’ gender, ethnicity, age, and educational background during screening and selection. The practice often consists of selectively hiding any information—such as name, ZIP code, or headshots—that could be used to identify a candidate’s likely demographic group. Other efforts have focused on obscuring words, questions, expressions, or other information that could bias recruiters and hiring managers.24 Some efforts at masking a job seeker’s identity have consisted of simply collecting employment-relevant data about candidates’ skills and showing them to key decision-makers or having the candidates complete assessments and exercises directly related to the job performance. Proponents of this approach often recommend avoiding social media prescreenings because online presence can provide information about job seekers that could bias hiring decisions.

The primary motivation behind these blind hiring practices relies on the reasonable assumption that by masking such information, recruiters and hiring managers will not allow their demographic biases to influence their processes and will instead evaluate candidates solely on their qualifications and skills. This can result in a more objective and fair hiring process, which could help improve opportunities for all.

This motivation is not new. In the 1970s and 1980s, symphony orchestras started to implement blind auditions to overcome the sex-biased hiring of musicians. As reported in a classic study by Claudia Goldin and Cecilia Rouse, none of the five highest-ranked orchestras in the United States had more than 12 percent women until about 1980.25 As part of these “blind” auditions, musicians were asked to play their instruments behind a screen so that judges could not see what they looked like; they would even be asked to walk on carpeted floors so judges could not detect female musicians from the sound of their heels. Goldin and Rouse reported in the 1997 working version of the paper, ultimately published in the American Economic Review, that blind auditions improved the chances of women advancing from preliminary rounds by 50 percent. They further estimated that these auditions accounted for 30 to 55 percent of the increase in the proportion of women among new hires from 1970 until 1995.

Important field experiments in the social sciences also recommend eliminating names from résumé screening to avoid gender and racial bias. Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil Mullainathan found substantial differences in how employers responded to otherwise identical résumés that manipulated the perception of the applicant’s race via the name on the résumé.26 In this now-classic audit study, the authors sent nearly 5,000 résumés in response to over 1,300 ads of jobs in sales, administrative support, clerical, and customer service in Boston and Chicago. In those résumés, they randomly assigned White-sounding names (Emily Walsh or Greg Baker) to half the résumés and Black-sounding names (Lakisha Washington or Jamal Jones) to the other half. They reported a 50 percent gap in employer callback rates: on average, applicants with White-sounding names had to submit ten résumés to receive one positive callback from an employer, whereas applicants with Black-sounding names had to submit fifteen for the same result. Two decades later, a similar audit study was conducted in which 83,000 fictitious job applications were sent to 108 of the largest US employers. In that study, applicants with Black-sounding names received 10 percent fewer callbacks, despite having applications comparable to those with White-sounding names.27

Findings like these have prompted many companies to experiment with blind selection (e.g., Deloitte, Ernst & Young, and Google). Some software companies offer tools designed to help employers better integrate blind selection into application screening—for example, by allowing key decision-makers to turn off the display of some information about the candidate to boost diversity hiring (see, e.g., Toggl Hire, Blendoor, or Recruiteze, among many). Pinpoint, for instance, promises to allow users to “anonymize applicant data on a job-by-job basis with a single click.”28 Most of these efforts aim to eliminate information about the job candidates’ demographics. Some mask other aspects of résumés, assuming that when unnecessary details about a person’s background are blocked out, screeners will be less likely to favor candidates with degrees from specific educational institutions and employment at prestigious organizations and, therefore, more likely to focus on job-relevant skills and accomplishments.

Although these efforts are motivated by good intentions, employers may eventually want to interview the candidate before extending an offer. At these later stages, potential problems could still be reintroduced. First, since a candidate’s personal data can only be concealed during the initial screening, blind hiring is not really blind hiring. It is typically more about blind selection and pre-hire screening. Once candidates have been blindly prescreened, employers like to conduct face-to-face interviews to learn more about a candidate; there’s no more masking at this point, and biases and other social dynamics can reenter the selection process.

Furthermore, research findings on the effectiveness of job interviews, in fact, are “somewhat devastating.”29 Job interviews are generally neither reliable nor valid and have limited value for predicting job performance. They are subject to biases, including in-group bias, improper discounting, anchoring on initial impressions, and so on.30 Additionally, the interviewer’s bias about the nature of the job or the “ideal candidate” may influence evaluations.31 But employers and their screeners and hiring managers are often hesitant to eliminate interviews and cannot imagine extending an offer without somehow “seeing the candidate” first. There have been efforts to conduct anonymous interviews through chat rooms or voice-masking technology, but the results of such efforts are mixed.

In addition, blind selection is not practical or even feasible when it comes to post-hire employee decisions such as promotions or bonuses. It would be conceivable to use blind selection only if you have many employees being considered for career advancement and rewards, and a careful way to mask their identity during performance evaluations and subsequent bonus and promotion decisions. In practice, it has been challenging for employers to mask employees’ demographic information when making such post-hire employment evaluations.

Another issue is the difficulty of evaluating certain types of work experiences and professional accomplishments when selecting for specific positions and roles, especially those requiring a variety of skills and competencies. Blind selection can be effective in evaluating particular technical skills and objectively measured abilities, but it may be challenging to assess “soft” skills like communication, initiative, teamwork, and leadership competencies, which are often important aspects of many jobs. Removing identifying information from résumés can further create a lack of context, making it difficult for recruiters and hiring managers to assess a candidate’s professional background and work experience, particularly when previous experience is essential and cultural fit is important.

Blind selection also may not fully address bias because some demographic information can be inferred from other information included in a résumé, such as a candidate’s experience, hobbies, or personal statements. Blind selection is also not suitable for all industries, organizations, or roles. In fields like sales, marketing, or customer service, it may be necessary to have personal skills and the ability to build connections, which can be hard to assess through blind evaluation of résumés and cover letters. Furthermore, while more straightforward to implement these days given the advancement of software and hiring platforms, blind hiring still requires significant effort and resources, including updating recruitment systems and training hiring managers, which may not be feasible for all organizations, especially small ones. In many cases, the problem companies face is a pool of candidates that is not very diverse, and, in such cases, masking candidates’ demographic information may not help address the actual problem.

Finally, perhaps most importantly, there is limited empirical evidence to support the effectiveness of blind hiring,32 with a few studies even discussing potential unintended effects.33 Some argue that blind selection can increase the diversity of candidates invited for interviews, but it does not automatically result in more diverse final hires. In fact, some studies show the opposite results. A trial initiative—by the Behavioral Economics Team of the Australian government aimed at improving the share of women hired for senior roles by removing gender information from job applications—found that when a candidate’s application included a male name, the candidate was about 3 percent less likely to get a job offer.34 Conversely, when the application added a female name, the candidate was nearly 3 percent more likely to get an offer. Even the classic study by Goldin and Rouse on orchestra auditions showed evidence that blind selection does not always work: while the authors attribute about 30 percent of the increase in female orchestra members to blind selection practices, they do stress that some of their “estimates have large standard errors and there is one persistent effect in the opposite direction.”35

It is important to note that while some studies report small effects or even unintended results, they do not suggest, and one should not, therefore, conclude that the practice of blind hiring is ineffective in reducing bias and prejudice in the screening and hiring process. Instead, the takeaway for leaders is that they should not adopt blind selection practices simply because other organizations have. Instead, leaders should identify their organization’s own meritocratic challenges and then analyze whether blind hiring is the most effective response for them.



4. Tweaking the Language in Job Postings Has Little Effect

Tweaking the language used when crafting job advertisements and other recruitment messages is another quite popular recommendation given to businesses that aim to attract diverse applicants, particularly women, into not-so-diverse positions and organizations. This is a form of a broader type of “best practice”—using augmented writing platforms not only to boost recruitment but also to prevent biases when writing job descriptions. Along these lines, several software companies, such as Textio, Workable, and Grammarly, have claimed that by removing gendered language from job descriptions, their platforms help hiring organizations improve gender diversity among applicants, especially in male-dominated fields. This process frequently consists of replacing words that are considered to have masculine or feminine connotations with neutral wording.

The widespread belief in HR circles about the effectiveness of this tactic may originate from previous claims by researchers and practitioners. Academics have long warned that gendered wording prevails in job ads despite laws prohibiting language that explicitly indicates an employer’s preference for candidates of a particular gender (i.e., Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 in the case of the United States).36 A key conclusion from a series of lab experiments, often cited by scholars and practitioners (particularly those software companies promoting their bias-free recruiting platforms), is that the more masculine the wording of job advertisements, the less appealing women found such jobs.37

Hye Jin Rho at Michigan State University and I examined whether tweaking the language of online job ads has any positive effect on attracting diverse candidates, particularly women.38 To investigate whether “degendering” language in job postings works, we conducted two studies: an observational field study of a recruitment company’s job search platform (study 1) and a field experiment study of a real job ad posted online to actual job seekers (study 2). In study 1, we analyzed data from TopRecruit, a North American–based global company that offers web-based recruiting services. We examined nearly 300,000 job postings on TopRecruit’s online platform over two years, posted by about 32,000 recruiters and reaching nearly half a million unique job seekers in the United States. On this platform, recruiters post jobs along with self-descriptions. Job seekers can view these postings and inquire about specific jobs through an internal forum. This forum allowed us to directly measure the femininity or masculinity of the language recruiters used when describing jobs and introducing themselves to job seekers.

What do we mean by feminine or masculine wording in job ads? Here, we started by relying on the study by Danielle Gaucher, Justin Friesen, and Aaron C. Kay suggesting that job ads have subtle gendered wording that—intentionally or not—may differently affect men and women when considering applying for a particular job. In their exploratory analysis of real-world job postings, these researchers found that job ads in male-dominated occupations contained more language typically perceived as masculine compared to those in female-dominated occupations. Masculine language in these job descriptions included words like determined, analytical, independent, decisive, persistent, ambitious, and assertive. In contrast, feminine words included committed, interpersonal, cooperative, compassionate, honest, and understanding.39 These findings align with the results of previous studies.40

Overall, our results indicated that, contrary to widespread recommendations and assumptions behind certain writing technologies, tweaking the gendering of job posting language has minimal practical impact in a country like the United States, where employers are not allowed to discriminate explicitly by gender in job postings. Our large-scale observational study 1 of TopRecruit found that gendered language in job listings had practically negligible effects on men’s or women’s application behavior. Furthermore, in our experimental study 2, we observed no statistically significant effects.

We, therefore, concluded that employers’ efforts to alter the language in job descriptions are not enough to help certain organizations address the persistent gendered sorting of applicants into certain jobs, occupations, organizations, and industries. That “best practice” of degendering the language in job postings may be a “best guess,” after all, and better interventions are needed to solve the meritocratic challenges that many employers face during recruitment.



5. Artificial Intelligence Can Reflect Human Biases

Similarly to the augmented writing technologies described in the prior point, many machine-learning specialists and scholars have collaborated with businesses to introduce automated reviews of job applications and hiring recommendations based on algorithms. Such a goal is appealing because it appears to introduce impartial science and data into the main objective of recruiting the best talent. Unfortunately, problems may emerge.

In 2018, for example, Amazon scrapped an AI recruitment algorithm over concerns that it might introduce bias against women. Amazon has been building software since 2014 to review job applicants’ résumés. Given Amazon’s prior success in automating many processes involving the supply and distribution of goods and products to customers, it was only a matter of time before it attempted to automate essential HR functions such as hiring and selection as well. The company’s experimental AI hiring tool ranked job applicants from one to five stars.

By 2015, the company noticed that such a new tool was not gender-neutral when rating applicants for software developer jobs. Amazon’s algorithms were trained to screen applicants by analyzing patterns in résumés submitted to the company during a ten-year period. Since most of these résumés came from men, reflecting the male-dominated nature of the tech sector, the tool taught itself to favor male applicants. As a result, it penalized résumés that included words like women or women’s when describing applicants’ interests or hobbies. It even downgraded graduates of two women’s colleges.41

According to company insiders, the development team worked to make the software respond neutrally to these terms. However, Amazon ultimately scrapped the tool. Other tech companies, such as IBM and Facebook, were said to be developing algorithmic bias detection tools and other AI techniques, using publicly available data, to try to remove gender and racial biases from hiring. However, as the Amazon example shows, the problem is more complex than it initially seems.

The rapid growth of generative AI technologies has led to many organizations and businesses experimenting with or adopting AI-related models. According to a 2023 report by Accenture, 98 percent of global executives agree that AI foundation models will play an important role in their organization’s strategies in the next three to five years.42 A few are already praising the benefits of technology to achieve certain goals, such as pay equity.43

Yet, while these technologies are being touted as an effective method of optimizing decision-making and reducing bias in screening and selection, many are already warning us about potential unintended consequences.44 For instance, given that these technologies provide solutions based on their learning from available data (regardless of their quality and source) as well as the specific features of the underlying AI models, they can potentially introduce errors and even hazards. Such AI methodologies can also be subject to manipulation and discretion, just like human intelligence, and even institutionalized bias and other forms of favoritism or prejudice against particular groups of individuals, with experts already proposing solutions to those potentially emerging biases and errors.45 Many also importantly emphasize the need to incorporate worker perspectives and voice into the design and implementation of these new technologies to enhance everyday organizational work processes and achieve better outcomes, including higher quality of products and services, greater innovation, and enhanced productivity.46

To summarize, my goal in examining five widely adopted best practices was to illustrate how achieving meritocracy and equity in practice is far more complicated than you would expect. Research on the real-world impact of those practices shows that their effectiveness varies significantly, with some yielding minimal improvements or even backfiring. This is, again, not surprising, as many of these “best practices” do not really target the root causes of bias and unfairness. Moreover, they are rarely sufficient on their own to resolve an organization’s meritocracy challenges in a meaningful and sustainable way.




What Does Work?

If these popular, often widely recommended tactics aren’t particularly effective for the average organization—and if declaring a company a meritocracy can even backfire—what approaches actually do help organizations and businesses become more truly meritocratic?

When advising leaders and professionals, I recommend that rather than simply adopting a popular practice for its own sake, they critically identify and assess which meritocratic strategies can effectively help them address inequities and promote equal opportunity for all in their workforce. If prior efforts have fallen short, how can they be fundamentally reconsidered and tailored to the organization’s unique needs and challenges? This approach acknowledges that there is no “best practice” that works for every single organization. Instead, organizations need to do the hard work of figuring out which specific practices will address their challenges and carefully evaluate them before adapting them into their existing structures. This task requires some serious commitment and work to improve the organization’s talent management system and align potential solutions with the company’s broader strategy and existing practices.

Given how far they are from implementing truly meritocratic processes, many companies should begin by introducing policies and procedures that provide more (and more equal) opportunities to all during recruitment, hiring, and promotion. They can proactively identify and evaluate which recruitment sources, which hiring tools, and which post-hire performance appraisal processes allow them to attract and retain a highly talented and diverse workforce.

Others should invest more effort in improving post-hire processes and reducing high levels of attrition among talented individuals from groups underrepresented in professional and managerial jobs in their organization. Several technology firms faced that challenge in the late 2010s and early 2020s. Their current challenge has been to ensure that employee layoffs do not inequitably affect employees from certain demographic groups.47 Studies have shown that female and Latino workers have been hit hardest in tech layoffs (similar to what has been reported in prior studies of corporate restructurings and their effects on racial and gender segregation).48 According to layoff data collected by Revelio Labs Inc, female and Latino workers made up 46.6 percent and 11.5 percent, respectively, of those laid off by tech companies between September and December of 2022, although such workers represented only 39 percent and almost 10 percent, respectively, of the tech company workforce. A December 2022 lawsuit accused X Corp (formerly known as Twitter until July 2023) of “disproportionally targeting female employees for layoffs.”49

Meanwhile, companies that are more advanced in their pursuit of true meritocracy need to systematically assess (and reconsider) the benefits and costs of the practices they employ, including their potential unintended consequences. Such examinations can help them improve practices that are not working or adopt more promising ones that can bring about the meritocratic and equitable results they are seeking.

With these goals in mind, the rest of this chapter lays out a data-driven approach to make meritocracy work in practice in your organization. This approach is geared toward helping you strategically design data collection, management, and analysis to assess whether your organization is fairly advancing and rewarding the best, and whether every member of your workforce gets a fair opportunity to succeed. By so doing, you will be better positioned to find the most helpful solutions for your organization. You will also optimize your talent management processes, particularly those aimed at finding top talent and enhancing your organization’s competitiveness and profitability.



An Approach Grounded in Talent Analytics

My strategic approach, based on talent analytics, aims to build meritocracy as defined in chapter 2 of this book—that is, organizational systems that allow individuals to be rewarded with economic and social resources solely through their demonstrated intelligence, efforts, skills, abilities, or performance. By collecting, coding, and analyzing employment-relevant data about people-related processes and outcomes, such meritocratic organizations strive to improve fairness and equal opportunity in hiring, advancing, and rewarding individuals—three key career employment outcomes, not only for the success of individuals but also for the success of organizations.

Through a talent analytics approach, the steps outlined here aim to help you and your organization diagnose the extent to which your organization is what I have been calling a “true meritocracy.” This approach will help you locate your particular organizational challenges—the first step toward successfully addressing them—in a way that reveals whether and where demographic and other employment-irrelevant disparities may be occurring. This strategic approach is, in my experience, the best way for leaders to build not only an equitable and diverse organization but also a successful and excellent organization, all of which reflect the ideals of meritocracy in practice.

In the discussion of true meritocracy in chapter 2, I outlined two essential conditions for achieving meritocracy in practice. First, there should be equal opportunity for all individuals at crucial decision points concerning selection, advancement, and rewards. A talent analytics approach can support this first goal by identifying any people-related processes that may be restricting equal access to opportunities. Second, once equal opportunity has been established—ensuring individuals can attain positions and rewards based solely on their merit—inequality in outcomes may be acceptable in a meritocratic system. The main principle here is that disparities in pay, rewards, and promotions should be driven by employment-relevant factors rather than by demographics or personal characteristics. A talent analytics approach can play a crucial role in this regard, helping organizations assess whether their people-related processes are operating fairly and pinpointing any areas where bias may still be present.

A note of clarification, even caution, is warranted. Implicit in the first condition is that opportunity for all is a “win-win” type of situation, where everyone stands to benefit equally from organizational efforts aimed at creating opportunity, such as employer initiatives that provide training and employment benefits. But the second condition acknowledges that the distribution of positions and rewards, particularly in the workplace, is often a “zero-sum” game, in that organizations have a finite number of promotions to offer, as well as fixed budgets for raises and bonuses, and consequently not everyone will “win” those promotions or rewards.

This clarification is especially relevant in ongoing debates about fairness, not just in university admissions but also in hiring and advancement within elite companies and organizations. It also sheds light on the backlash and misconceptions surrounding certain employer policies, particularly those aimed at promoting diversity and inclusion.50 Critics often argue that such policies unfairly benefit a select few rather than everyone. However, it is naïve to assume that all people-based decisions are a “win-win” game: while this may be true in particular organizational contexts or situations, one reason for the backlash against diversity initiatives is that they often are not a zero-sum game. Typically, in “zero-sum” situations, we would expect that advancement and rewards practices will not benefit all equally but some more than others (meaning that, for instance, some will get promoted while others will not). In such “zero-sum” situations, and to foster meritocracy, it is therefore fundamental that organizations guarantee that everyone has an equal chance to compete and succeed.



What a Successful Talent Analytics Approach Can Do

Not all businesses understand how talent analytics can help improve their talent management processes and outcomes. Some still think that talent analytics is just reporting statistics about people-related decisions, while others think it is collecting “big data,” often useless and full of coding and data collection issues. Such businesses do not have a successful strategy to become meritocratic organizations—even though they may have competent data scientists and analytical professionals.

I return to the car metaphor. Think of a successful talent analytics approach as an effective and well-designed car dashboard that helps you locate the kinds of forces affecting the operation of your talent management system over time (biases and social processes). Such a dashboard can help you monitor the system and continually adjust, repair, or replace its crucial parts accordingly. When done right, a successful talent analytics approach lets leaders identify where their organization may be failing at ensuring meritocracy in practice. Furthermore, they can provide leaders with invaluable help on how to achieve meritocracy by improving critical talent management processes, particularly those relating to screening and hiring, performance evaluations, training, pay, and rewards. A successful talent analytics approach also allows leaders to “listen” to the perspectives and voices of their workers and the decisions made about them, an approach that helps keep the organization dynamic in a constantly changing environment.

At a broad level, I define talent analytics as a data-driven approach to improving people-related decisions for the purpose of advancing both individual and organizational success. When well implemented, such an approach can help leaders make people management decisions based on actual data and data analyses rather than intuition, experience, advice, guesswork, or fashionable fads—all of which are still common in many organizations. As I will explain in more detail later, talent analytics does not always require “big data”; it does require systematic collection of good and relevant information about processes and outcomes, whether such data are quantitative or qualitative (that is, data that come from interviews, focus groups, or observation).51

At its most basic level, a successful talent analytics approach consists of continuously applying a four-part process: (1) identifying critical challenges regarding the management of people in your organization; (2) gathering and analyzing relevant data to tackle such challenges; (3) reporting the results of your analyses to key organizational stakeholders; and (4) helping your key stakeholders use those results to decide which solutions to consider.

At first glance, that process seems straightforward, but each part requires careful thought and wise strategic execution. Notice that these parts do not rely on any best practice or set of practices. Instead, they guide the selection and adoption of potential practices to address an organization’s specific people management challenges. They often require adapting—rather than simply adopting (that is, copying)—existing popular practices to make them effective for an organization and its circumstances. I have developed this approach based on the insights of my own research and on interventions I have observed at many organizations—many relatively small but quite significant in their outcomes.

This proposed analytical approach addresses the fact that many current organizations are not equally supporting all individuals in achieving their full potential. In fact, some organizations may even be depriving certain employees of the resources and opportunities necessary to compete and succeed. It is important to distinguish between equity and equality, once again, as the two terms are often confused or conflated in practice. By equity, I mean processes that are fair and impartial—although equity does not necessarily entail equality, which typically allocates everyone the same resources and opportunities without any other criteria influencing their distribution. Equity further acknowledges that individuals may not have equal opportunities to begin with, due to, for example, workplace biases or other social barriers that have limited their opportunities for educational and employment achievements. This understanding implies that organizations serious about implementing equity should be willing to allocate extra resources and opportunities, if needed, to individuals who are talented but disadvantaged in some significant way.

In this regard, similar to the “equity analytics” recommended by many scholars and practitioners,52 my analytical approach starts with collecting (and cleaning and coding) relevant employment data and then analyzing that data to identify problems and issues in key employment processes and outcomes. Doing so helps you assess the extent to which your organization is systematic and consistent when making people-related decisions regarding hiring, pay, performance evaluations, and promotions. Additionally, this approach can help you explore whether disparities in the distribution of important career outcomes can be explained by factors relevant to the position or some other information completely irrelevant for employment purposes. Are you, for example, only considering performance- or employment-relevant criteria when deciding the magnitude of an employee’s bonus? If the answer is yes, you may be operating in a meritocratic way. Do any demographics or employment-irrelevant personal characteristics explain variation in the amount of bonus an employee gets? And if so, why is that the case? Are there social processes and barriers preventing your organization from advancing and rewarding individuals for their contributions? If this is the case, you would need to investigate further. It is like detective work in service of your organization.

This approach can also help you detect whether there is “differential treatment” of individuals (that is, unequal treatment of individuals based on personal characteristics) and/or “disparate impact” (that is, similar treatment results in different outcomes that disproportionally affect one group of individuals) in your organization.

My talent analytics approach also offers a systematic framework for continuously evaluating the effectiveness of interventions and solutions aimed at addressing not only inequities and unfairness but also organizational inefficiencies in the management of people. In some cases, the best solution may involve ensuring equality of treatment, where all individuals are subject to the same processes and standards. In other cases, an equitable approach may be necessary, one that provides certain individuals with additional resources or opportunities to help them overcome structural disadvantages or constraints (e.g., specific training programs or flexible work arrangements). Identifying the right solution requires first gathering relevant data to diagnose the problem, then carefully selecting and implementing the most promising solutions or interventions. Over time, this dynamic talent analytics approach allows organizations and their leaders to refine their talent management practices—retaining what works and improving what does not. This approach needs to be dynamic because your challenges and priorities will change as you address some of them, and new ones may emerge.

My approach emphasizes two fundamental—yet often overlooked—aspects of successful talent management: meritocracy and efficiency. In addition to promoting opportunity for all, organizations need to advance and reward the best talent (the meritocratic logic discussed earlier in this book) while ensuring that their people management practices remain cost-effective and sustainable (the material or business logic). As a result, equitable treatment may lead to unequal career outcomes, affecting who ultimately advances and gets rewarded—which can, in turn, influence workforce diversity. This potential organizational scenario is often overlooked in discussions about implementing meritocracy in practice.



Getting to a Great Talent Analytics Strategy

Many organizations and businesses, even large and successful ones, lack a strategic approach to talent management that identifies and solves meritocratic and fairness challenges. I present five crucial steps to help you create and develop this powerful strategic approach in your own organization.


Step 1. Identify, Develop, and Define Key Criteria

You should follow this process for each primary employment decision in your organization. For example, when recruiters and managers are screening application materials, they should be clear about what criteria—such as required qualifications, experiences, and skills—the position uses. Some use the word competencies to refer to these criteria and the term competency modeling to refer to the process of defining such criteria. Get specific (and realistic) here. Without such clarity, biases and social processes may lead screeners to look for applicants in a limited number of ways or apply different criteria depending on the candidate, potentially reinforcing biases and social barriers.

As part of this first step, it is necessary to assess whether you see significant demographic differences in the attainment of the criteria that are being used to screen and select hires. If that is the case, check to make sure those criteria should be used, especially if only some groups have had an opportunity to meet such criteria in the past. If such criteria are essential (as they often are), consider providing the necessary resources for all hires to learn about those criteria (or become better at them) so that, ultimately, all hires have an equal opportunity to succeed. In this respect, post-hire resources and training can help “level the playing field.” Indeed, many organizations have put specific onboarding, training, and developmental programs in place precisely for this reason.

As an example, suppose you are hiring structural engineers, plumbers, or electricians. In this case, I recommend seeking candidates with diverse experiences and backgrounds who possess the specific skills, abilities, and credentials needed for the job (such as degrees, certifications, or licenses). All applicants with those talents should be considered, regardless of their personal circumstances.

But this first step is not always straightforward. In many jobs and occupations, there may well be demographic imbalances in the pool of qualified applicants, and you need people who have skills or credentials. Also, simply knowing the criteria for specific jobs doesn’t ensure an equal opportunity to get them; many existing societal inequities are difficult for individual organizations to address alone. For example, suppose you enter a medical organization as a certified nursing assistant and are already an adult with children and family responsibilities and no college education. In that case, there is very little chance you will become a doctor, even with information about how to become a doctor. In these situations, the challenges are clearly societal and more difficult for an organization alone to overcome—meritocratic societies and institutions, for instance, could give the opportunities and resources necessary for talented professionals to go to college and medical school.

That said, sometimes this approach could work. For example, in 2023, the state of Pennsylvania ceased requiring college degrees for many jobs, and other states, such as Utah, Maryland, and Alaska, followed suit. Many are urging employers to stop requiring college and university degrees for jobs that do not actually need them.53 Companies like AT&T, MasterCard, Microsoft, and Southwest Airlines have created alternative pathways to good, stable jobs for those without a college degree.54

In implementing this first step, it is often advisable to follow a holistic approach when selecting and hiring individuals, focusing on the employee as a whole rather than on specific skills and abilities, if feasible. Many large companies and undergraduate and graduate programs use this approach to ensure a talented cohort that is professionally diverse. Candidates are screened not only on a few abilities required to do a good job currently but also on their potential to do a great job in the future.

This holistic approach, therefore, takes a long-term and often strategic perspective for the management of talent in organizations. It allows leaders to experiment and figure out whether specific abilities required in the past are still necessary. It can offer an opportunity for organizations to find untapped pools of candidates where competitors are not looking yet because they rely on narrow, rigid, and often outdated hiring criteria. For instance, when recruiters and hiring managers establish selection thresholds such as a certain number of years of work experience or a particular credential or degree, they may have to revise these thresholds after examining the pool of applicants and the subsequent performance of the hires.

The same can be done when making post-hire decisions relating to bonuses, promotions, or development opportunities. Many employers, for instance, would benefit from blinding irrelevant information when making promotions or awarding bonuses. Others could follow a more holistic approach that considers the employee’s current ability to do the job and how that employee could develop in the future.

Once again, however, this holistic approach may only work in certain situations—in this case, organizations and businesses that hire many individuals for relatively entry-level or mid-level professional positions or periodically consider a large number of promotions or bonuses. This approach may not work when you are hiring for high-level or senior positions or, once again, when specific skills and qualifications are an essential part of the job.



Step 2. Measure Key Individual Features and Employment Outcomes over Time

Measurement and data collection are critical to assessing whether biases and social processes are affecting the way you screen, hire, reward, and advance employees in your organization. Such measurement can further help you “debias” those employment processes and outcomes. Without first knowing where biases and barriers may exist, it is difficult to know where to focus your efforts, as well as how to monitor and evaluate later whether those efforts were successful.

First, it is important to collect employee data (often, including data on demographics or personal circumstances), not only for employees but also for candidates applying for your jobs, as well as additional information about individuals you may want to consider when giving equal opportunity to all. Getting these data is often challenging when they have not been collected previously; often, getting such data is even not recommended by lawyers in particular countries (the thinking is often that if a company does not have the data, it cannot be found legally liable in discrimination cases). That said, many institutions and a number of experts and executives have encouraged collecting and reporting demographic data, especially for midsized and large organizations, to ensure that there is no discrimination against particular groups of employees who are protected by national, regional, and local employment laws and regulations.55 (Please be sure to carefully review the legal constraints regarding what data you are allowed to collect, as regulations and rules vary depending on the jurisdiction in which your organization is located.) Many of these recommendations, on which I will elaborate more later in chapter 7, even promote the exercise of transparency, that is, making such data and analyses publicly available in easy-to-understand formats to show how much progress organizations are making toward equity and fairness.56

Individuals may additionally be rightly reluctant to provide demographic data if they have experienced bias and discrimination in the workplace in the past. However, as an organization proves over time that it is serious about correcting imbalances, addressing barriers, and giving opportunities for all, individuals may feel more comfortable about sharing such information. Although it is difficult to find a comprehensive list of companies where employees feel comfortable sharing their demographic information, some companies have publicly shared their efforts to promote DEI. They may have initiatives in place to encourage employees to disclose information.57

Such data can also help address concerns about “reverse discrimination,” where members of a dominant group might feel they are being unfairly treated in favor of historically disadvantaged groups. This is one common reason for backlashes against diversity practices: the argument that many such practices unfairly favor disadvantaged groups. The approach I am proposing here can indeed help identify situations where this could be the case and, consequently, help organizations intervene to resolve such problems. A truly meritocratic approach should help everyone have equal opportunity by eliminating biases and improving talent management processes. That approach requires ensuring that no groups of individuals get unfairly penalized in the pursuit of meritocracy.

In this respect, it is key to systematically collect and store data about important employment outcomes for applicants and employees (including transfers, promotions, demotions, and exits). I include some outcomes that you should consider tracking over time:


	Recruiting outcomes. These should include the number of applicants for any given position, their professional and personal background, and their relevant skills and experiences for the position.


	Screening and selection outcomes. These should include who advances in the selection process at the interview, offer, and offer acceptance stages.


	Post-hiring outcomes. These should include performance ratings, promotions, transfers, terminations, base pay, merit-based increases, bonuses, and benefits.




These are some of the most common outcomes to track. However, it is up to you and your team of professionals to identify the employment outcomes that can affect the careers of your applicants and employees. This is a critical part of this second step because it will later allow you to critically examine the extent to which your organization is meritocratic and fair in making employment decisions.

Measuring employment-related outcomes is as important as measuring and collecting information about the inputs and the processes behind the attainment of such outcomes. For instance, it is critical to measure inputs about job seekers and employees at the time of hiring and beyond to learn about their relevant skills and abilities. This task can be typically accomplished by capturing and coding information from résumés and other employment-relevant application materials. In the case of employees, such data can be complemented with training and experience within the organization that enhances their contributions. All of this information is relevant for step 3, which involves analyzing the data to identify any disparities—and, if so, the reasons behind the disparities—so that you can find the best solutions to any challenges uncovered.

It is worth noting that an interesting tension has started to emerge even in societies and institutions where it has long been legally recommended not to collect demographic data or sensitive personal data about employees. For example, in the United States, while conventional legal wisdom traditionally advised against collecting detailed demographic data about employees, significantly beyond race and gender, DEI executives and socially driven leaders proactively sought to gather such data to better understand the impact of their DEI initiatives. Indeed, some have recommended strategies to both effectively and legally collect and use demographic data for DEI purposes.58 In many of those cases, the recommendation for collecting such sensitive data has consisted of carefully implementing surveys of employees on less sensitive topics first. These early surveys can improve employees’ confidence that such information will not be used against them and that it will be used to improve the workplace.

Furthermore, while collecting this information can assist companies in identifying areas for improvement and monitoring progress over time, it is imperative to do so in a way that respects employees’ privacy and ensures that the information is used responsibly and ethically. (Once again, also review the current legal constraints regarding what data you are allowed to collect given your organization’s location.)

Such collection efforts also need to be prefaced by informing employees and being transparent about why the data are being collected and how the data will be used and reported. Finally, data collection processes, analyses, and results need to reinforce that privacy will always be protected.59



Step 3. Analyze Your Collected Data Not Only on Outcomes but Also on Processes

Once you have collected the information over time in a database, you can start preparing that data for analysis. First, you can explore aggregate patterns in each of the measured employment outcomes by variables of interest. For example, I have seen companies calculate the percentage of applicants who get an interview by gender and race and detect significant variations. In the case of base salary, a simple approach consists of computing the average base salary by gender and then testing whether any observed base salary differences are statistically significant.

If the sample size allows, you can then estimate multivariable models that control for other important individual factors that can explain or affect a particular outcome of interest. For example, you may want to estimate a model predicting the likelihood of getting an interview based on the gender and race of the applicant after controlling for the relevant skills and experiences needed for the job, that is, “merits.” If the demographic coefficients for those models remain significant or are large in magnitude after controlling for relevant employment factors, this result may indicate some evidence of bias. It is important that the control factors relevant for the job are reliable in that they help you hire well-suited employees for the position. For larger organizations that are processing significant volumes of applications, you can incorporate additional variables relating to who the interviewers or recruiters are and when and how candidates were identified. You will be surprised to find that such factors often explain a lot of the variation in who ultimately gets an interview or job offer.

This multivariate modeling strategy ultimately allows you to compare individuals with the same control variables. For instance, to analyze who gets a merit-based bonus or a promotion, you may want to compare employees with the same jobs, performing at equivalent levels, and account for all other factors that could influence the reward or promotion outcome. This is why steps 1 and 2 are essential, as they can help you consider, evaluate, and collect data to estimate such models.

As an example, a commonly cited statistic is the gender pay gap. According to a 2024 Payscale analysis of salaries of over 627,000 individuals in the United States, women earned 83 cents for every one dollar earned by men when comparing median salaries.60 That number was reported by Payscale as the measurement of the “uncontrolled gender pay gap” because such a statistic does not control for different types of jobs or qualifications. Their reported “controlled gender pay gap” statistic reflects that such a gap is estimated to be much lower, with women earning 99 cents for every dollar a man earns when controlling for such factors. The key here is to determine which variables you need to incorporate in your analyses (i.e., to control for) to compute the demographic gap in your organization accurately. Those variables can be job title, education and professional requirements, skills, and geography, among many others. Then you can decide whether the factors you consider essential indeed determine salary and whether, on top of such factors, demographics still play a role.

While it is important to measure work-related decisions that affect managers and employees over time, I also see enormous value in measuring beliefs, experiences, and reactions concerning your existing management practices and your work environment and culture, especially relating to opportunity, fairness, diversity, and inclusion. These can easily be measured by conducting good engagement and work surveys over time, often (and wisely) carried out anonymously. You can pay attention to external platforms that are already collecting such data, albeit not always systematically (e.g., Glassdoor and information that self-selected participants provide about their experiences at companies for which they worked or for which they interviewed). Ideally, you want to collect such data from many respondents to make your sample representative of what happens in your organization and to minimize the well-known problems associated with selection bias; that is, those who are extremely happy or dissatisfied are more likely to respond to workplace surveys.

Another equally important part of this analysis is to investigate and check every single people-related process and practice in your organization. At first, you may not have enough data or information on relevant variables, but the more you do this investigation strategically, the more you will go back to steps 1 and 2 to become better at this analytical approach. Critically, these checks must take place with some regularity because processes that used to work in the past but have not been properly updated can often get distorted or become less effective over time. Like your car, your talent management system is constantly being affected by external forces, and parts of it periodically break down under those pressures. In this regard, every single decision point could potentially let biases and social processes introduce unintended and undesirable consequences that hinder your organization’s progress toward becoming meritocratic, fair, and excellent.

Once again, it is important to regularly focus on the main people-related processes, as illustrated in figure 2.3:


	Processes used to find and recruit diverse, talented applicants (for example, which recruitment sources you use to attract job seekers; what kind of messages and information about your company and your jobs could influence who applies and who does not apply; what activities and processes are being used by your recruiters and hiring managers).


	Processes and criteria used to select candidates for the next steps in your selection process (for example, who gets their application reviewed, who gets interviewed, who receives an offer, and who ultimately accepts the offer and becomes a prospective hire). Here, pay close attention to each step a successful candidate follows and the extent to which all candidates alike have equal opportunity to advance to the next stage. If certain groups of candidates are not progressing, investigate which factors drive the selection process and the extent to which such factors are employment-relevant, valid, reliable, and useful.


	Processes aiming to maximize the number of offers accepted by applicants, typically by improving recruitment and onboarding activities. Many businesses ignore this part of the selection process, even though their challenge may be convincing potential employees to join the organization. When particular groups of candidates decide not to join the organization, even when given a good offer and hiring package, for example, the organization should consider the extent to which it is an appealing employer for everyone.


	Onboarding efforts and other training opportunities. These should be designed to ensure that every employee can succeed from the outset.


	Processes behind measuring and evaluating performance. These should clearly define and establish expected performance standards and targets that are achievable and relevant to the position.


	Performance measurement processes used for training and developmental purposes, especially to develop those who “underperform.” These should also be clear, consistent, and relevant for the success of the job and the organization.


	Processes used to reward those who meet or exceed standards.


	Processes used when deciding advancement and other employee career outcomes (including promotions, transfers, and terminations).




When analyzing such processes, I recommend examining not only how such employment decisions are being made but also who is ultimately responsible for them and how others (including managers and employees) may respond to them. You should also carefully examine these organizational processes with the data you collect to see if they are working as intended.



Step 4. Decide Which Intervention to Employ

By monitoring people-related decisions and outcomes, organizations can learn how much they may be deviating from meritocracy and act on the basis of their findings. For instance, in one large global company I worked with, we analyzed all promotions and merit-based increases made over a decade, assisted by a team of data scientists who put in place a system to collect, clean, and prepare data for analysis. We soon identified demographic patterns in both the promotion and the merit-based pay decisions. We first calculated promotion rates and average salary increases every year and then computed those numbers by gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, and nationality to check for significant differences. We found a large difference between male and female employees in that women were not getting the same merit-based bonuses as men.

Upon further investigation of this finding, we found that the problem probably stemmed from differing asking rates. Men were more likely to ask for and ensure that they received their merit-based bonus, while women tended to trust that the bonus was already included in their paychecks. To solve this problem, one HR professional was asked to monitor and confirm that all employees would get the bonus automatically once the level of performance required for such a bonus was met, thus eliminating the need to ask for it. After this simple intervention, gender differences in merit-based bonuses disappeared.61

When assisting organizations in evaluating their meritocracies, I often encounter leaders who wish they had gathered better data to analyze trends and patterns so they could have a deeper understanding and diagnosis of the observed outcomes. This step-by-step framework becomes dynamic and interactive, as discovery allows you to go back to steps 1 and 2 to reassess and gather additional information to help better address your challenges.



Step 5. Stay Continually Alert and Monitor Results Regularly

Finally, you should implement processes that alert you to potential future challenges that could affect the successful implementation of meritocratic people management processes in your organization. Accordingly, regularly reassess and reevaluate each of the prior steps. Because success criteria may change over time, and because technology, practices, and labor markets are highly dynamic, step 1 continues to be relevant in that it allows you to reassess and validate additional skills, abilities, merits, or talents that are necessary for hiring and later for promotions, as well as for rewarding your top performers fairly.

The more you learn about your decision-making processes and outcomes, the more you will want to improve the collection and analysis of your data. That is the virtuous circle from which meritocratic organizations can benefit when they thoughtfully and strategically manage and evaluate their talent management processes. Steps 2 and 3 allow you to continue improving your data collection processes. As a result, when you decide which solutions to maintain or introduce in step 4, you will be better informed and likely more successful. The more often you follow these steps, the more dynamic and successful you become at systematically evaluating current people-related practices and designing and implementing effective interventions for your organization.




Moving Your Organization Forward

The comprehensive, forward-looking talent analytics framework I have presented can help organizations identify where challenges can arise and how to intervene to address them. Many organizations I have worked with have found effective solutions, often small and easy to implement. These “quick wins” have been instrumental in building momentum, fostering enthusiasm for monitoring issues, and tackling biases and barriers.

This framework also enhances meritocracy and overall talent management effectiveness by enabling a more strategic allocation of limited resources. If following steps 1 through 5 allows your organization to advance and reward individuals based on their employment-relevant qualifications and skills while promoting equal opportunity for all, kudos to you! However, staying vigilant and consistently applying the five-step framework is key to sustaining progress moving forward.

If biases and social distortions persist in your talent management processes, it is time to take action. Identifying specific problem areas and deviations from meritocracy is the first step. From there, (re)allocating resources to debias and improve talent management becomes easier and more manageable. This can be achieved by establishing clear processes and criteria for hiring and evaluating employees, monitoring the outcomes of these processes, and assigning someone in the organization to guarantee fairness and effectiveness. Many scholars and practitioners have successfully guided organizations and businesses through these changes, proving that meaningful improvements in talent management systems are both attainable and impactful.

Unfortunately, many leaders are not collecting employment-relevant data on their talent management practices and outcomes, making it difficult to assess whether their organizations may face challenges or issues, as multiple conversations over the past two decades have proven. In many countries, corporate lawyers advise against collecting and analyzing such data, likely to avoid litigation and legal complications. (Be aware that in some places, collecting particular types of employee data may be illegal and/or unethical and problematic.) And for many organizations, adopting “best practices” is an easier, less costly way to appear as though they are doing “the right thing.” This remains true even when those so-called best practices do not work.

That said, achieving anything close to the ideal of meritocracy requires systematic investigation of the existing talent management practices, and a data-driven analytical approach like the one I describe here. True meritocracy will not be attained through corporate window dressing. Simply having organizational processes or issuing broad statements from the corporate leadership that appear, on the surface, to promote meritocracy and fairness should not lull executives and key organizational decision-makers into assuming that their companies are truly fair and are giving equal opportunity to everybody.



An Illustration: Locating Pay Disparities in Your Organization

Many leaders of organizations worldwide are interested in restoring meritocracy and promoting equal opportunity in their workplaces. To accomplish this, one corporation that I briefly worked with had its HR department collect data that could be easily coded from individuals’ résumés when they apply for a job, such as years of education, skills, abilities, work experience, and other professional accomplishments. It also collected data on each worker’s annual performance ratings, pay, rewards, and benefits during their tenure in the company. These data collection efforts were aimed at allowing senior management not only to better understand and value their talent but also to ensure that their processes and outcomes operate in a meritocratic way.

Once data like these are properly collected and coded for analysis, you could start conducting a rough estimate of your organization’s deviation from meritocracy by estimating some basic statistics. For example, you could compute the average pay bonus for each level of employee by performance and by gender, race, and nationality. Say you are interested in whether there is any deviation from meritocracy in how performance-based rewards are calculated for each specific job title. In the case of gender, for example, you could compute the average bonus for women (w) and the average bonus for men (m) with a given job title and a given level of performance (if the data collected only have two gender categories). Then, a simple measure computed as [(w/m) – 1)] × 100 will give you an estimate of how far from gender equality in merit-based pay your organization is for that particular job. A negative number shows how much lower women’s bonuses are, on average, than men’s. The closer your number is to zero, the closer you are to gender equality in bonus pay.

You can compute similar measures for other career outcomes as well as other personal characteristics or circumstances. For example, you can compare the percentage of White hires and promotions to non-White hires and promotions using the same basic formula. Of course, you could also compute additional statistics, such as a simple t-test or ANOVA test, to further identify whether there are notable differences in bonus pay by gender, race, or nationality in your company. (The smaller your organization is, the easier it will be to compute these numbers and consequently be aware of any gaps.)

As a crucial second step, you should conduct a more detailed analysis of the pay gap in your company, especially if you can use data collected over time to find the main predictors of work outcomes. I suggest running a multivariate regression model (for example, a basic ordinary least squares model) predicting pay bonus as a function of relevant employee, job, and work unit variables such as job title, education, work experience, tenure in the job, and number of worked hours, while including demographic variables in the equation. This model should also include performance evaluation scores, particularly if those should be the primary predictors of bonus pay in your organization.

Suppose your company bases bonuses entirely on performance. In that case, your analyses should reveal that equally performing workers will be rewarded the same bonus amount regardless of their demographics once you control for job title, tenure, work unit, manager, and other human capital factors you consider relevant for the position. In other words, the demographic variables included in your model should not have any significant impact on the size of the bonus—that is, the estimated demographic effect should not be statistically different from zero. The same multivariate analyses could be performed when predicting the chances of getting hired or promoted (in those cases, logit and probit regression models would be more appropriate). Part of your analysis should also explore whether any demographic differences in the levels of performance are observed by role or job. If that is the case, it presents an opportunity for you to identify and develop particular groups of workers to continue improving their performance in the future.

In the example of ServiCo described earlier in this book, I followed a similar approach.62 After analyzing this company’s career history data for almost nine thousand employees, I found a significant demographic gap in the size of merit bonuses. Women, Blacks, Hispanics, and non-US-born workers were awarded smaller bonus amounts than US-born White men with identical performance scores and human capital, doing the same job in the same work unit, and with the same manager.63

After analyzing your company data, you may find yourself in a similar situation, finding demographic gaps for a particular employee career outcome over time. This finding may indicate that your company is deviating from merit-driven processes and outcomes. In the next chapter, I will provide more solutions to address your company’s deviation from meritocracy—mainly, how to debias and improve the operation of talent management processes like the performance-reward one I discussed here.



Are You Ready to Build a Meritocratic Organization?

For years, many scholars, practitioners, and consultants have proposed various “best practices” and initiatives aimed at making businesses more efficient, equitable, and diverse. However, because many of these professionals often do not deeply examine the organizations and their people management processes, their proposed solutions may fail to deliver the intended results. Some never follow up to assess the impact of their recommendations, and in some cases, their interventions target problems that the organization does not actually have.

Well-intended initiatives often respond to prevailing beliefs, trends, or widely circulated ideas on how to best achieve equity and fairness—until new research proves that they do not work. Some advocate for “equitable and inclusive organizations,” others talk about “people analytics” or “equity analytics,” and many recite that organizations need to “remove systemic biases.” Yet, my review of the literature suggests that many talent-driven initiatives, including those labeled as diversity or equity ones, have not effectively provided equal opportunity for all.

Some solutions may even backfire. The paradox of meritocracy, for instance, tells us that organizations that stress that they are meritocratic are often less so in practice. This underscores the need to be cautious about what management believes and to rely on data-driven insights (that is, what the data tell us). I have also cautioned against the potential biases and social forces that can undermine the meritocratic operation of talent management systems inside organizations.

This is where the described five-step talent analytics framework comes in. It is designed to help you assess the extent to which your organization is successful at removing unnecessary biases and social influences from your people-related procedures while reinforcing a structure of opportunity for all. Rather than prescribing any particular “best practice,” my proposed talent analytics framework encourages leaders and professionals to be intentional and strategic in finding targeted solutions for improving and debiasing their talent management processes effectively. The five steps provide a structured roadmap for building a meritocratic organization—one that relies on systematic data collection and analysis tailored to its unique challenges, opportunities, and needs over time.

The useful analogy I have used in this chapter is to think of people management systems in a meritocratic organization as a car. Just as all kinds of forces act on a vehicle over time, biases and social processes continuously work on talent management systems. To ensure smooth operation, you need to regularly monitor, periodically adjust, repair, or replace parts of the system accordingly. So, instead of introducing generic “best practices” or imitating your neighbors’ steps, think of developing a talent analytics approach that is customized to help your business achieve true meritocracy. Like an effective and state-of-the-art car dashboard, a successful analytics approach will help you focus on monitoring and diagnosing specific problems affecting the operation of your own talent management system—by leveraging your carefully collected employment-relevant data over time.

This data-driven talent analytics approach should also be complemented (even augmented!) with a cultural approach that reinforces clear criteria for success and actively identifies barriers to meritocracy. In this regard, organizations can greatly benefit from systematically collecting data not only from their employees but also from their applicants. Understanding their beliefs, expectations, and experiences regarding key aspects of talent management—such as (1) the organization’s people-based processes, particularly those relating to advancing and rewarding talent, (2) the outcomes of these processes, and (3) the organization’s values and norms related to work, fairness, diversity, inclusion, belonging, and opportunity—can uncover areas for improvement. Engagement surveys, for example, offer a simple way to gather such attitudinal insights and identify opportunities to enhance fairness and effectiveness.

Since neither organizational structures nor cultures are ever perfect, leadership plays a crucial role in fostering meritocracy over time. Leaders and key decision-makers are responsible and should take responsibility for ensuring that both structural and cultural aspects of their organization evolve in the right meritocratic direction. This brings us to two essential mechanisms for achieving meritocracy in the workplace: what I call organizational accountability and organizational transparency—two mechanisms I will explore in the next chapter.







Chapter Seven Debiasing Talent Management Processes in the Workplace

In his 2021 book, The Aristocracy of Talent: How Meritocracy Made the Modern World, Adrian Wooldridge challenged contemporary critiques of meritocracy. By tracking its history and identifying when it “became corrupted,” Wooldridge called for renewing rather than abandoning meritocracy. In a similar vein, I advocate for restoring and improving organizational meritocracies—ensuring that talent management systems are truly fair and meritocratic. This recommendation is rooted in a key insight from my research: while you cannot “debias” people or eliminate social barriers easily, debiasing and improving organizational processes and outcomes are achievable. The first step is identifying where biases and social issues may exist, followed by implementing targeted improvements to ameliorate their effects.

In the previous chapter, I outlined research-based strategic steps to uncover biases, social processes, and other inefficiencies that may be hindering your organization—not only in reducing bias and promoting equal opportunity but also in maintaining competitiveness and success. These steps provide practical strategies for senior leaders at the top of organizations as well as managers at all levels, human resource professionals, and employees eager to make their workplaces fairer and more meritocratic.

Building on that foundation, in this chapter, I further emphasize that fostering a truly meritocratic organization requires organizational leaders and key stakeholders to commit to locating and addressing potential flaws in their talent management systems. Rather than taking fragmented, tactical approaches to address equity issues—often implemented inconsistently as a mere “check-the-box” exercise—organizational leaders and key stakeholders need to engage in deliberate, serious, and comprehensive efforts to fully implement meritocratic processes. This involves reinforcing two essential mechanisms inside their organizational structures governing the management of their workforce: organizational accountability and organizational transparency.

Organizational accountability requires leaders to designate and empower key members of the organization to ensure that biases and social processes do not lead to unfair treatment of certain individuals or groups in the workplace. These designated stakeholders are unequivocally responsible for upholding the two critical conditions of meritocracy in practice: first, ensuring that all individuals have equal opportunities, and second, maintaining fair processes for deciding who advances and who obtains socially and economically desirable resources in the organization. Recognizing and rewarding individuals who take ownership of these responsibilities reinforces accountability across the organization.

But organizational accountability alone is not enough; it needs to be paired with organizational transparency. Leaders, particularly those in charge of improving talent management systems, should clearly define and communicate the criteria used to advance and reward individuals within the organization. Additionally, they should gather and analyze data on the various processes that make up the organization’s talent management system—recruitment, hiring, evaluation, training, promotion, and retention—to identify where biases and inefficiencies may emerge and how to address them. Organizational transparency allows organizations to diagnose challenges, devise targeted improvements, and track progress toward achieving a true meritocracy in practice.

Simply put, fostering meritocracy requires establishing clear criteria and processes for employee advancement and evaluation (or any employee career decision), closely monitoring both procedures and outcomes, and assigning responsibility to someone in the organization to ensure that these formal processes remain fair and effective. Implementing these changes is, in my experience, often challenging, as they demand high-level buy-in and sustained commitment. Yet, they are essential for the successful renewal of the meritocratic project. Discussing these critical innovations in depth is the purpose of this chapter, offering a roadmap for organizations striving to uphold true meritocratic principles.


Why Organizational Accountability Is Important

Organizational accountability has been defined in various ways across disciplines.1 In political science, it is viewed as a mechanism for fostering good governance and avoiding corruption and other dysfunctions at the government level.2 In the social psychology literature, accountability refers to being answerable to others by adhering to specific standards and fulfilling responsibilities and expectations.3

In the case of talent management, I see organizational accountability as the first crucial mechanism for organizations to achieve meritocracy in practice. This requires appointing at least one individual within the organization with the power, authority, and necessary resources to ensure that people management processes are in place to (1) guarantee equal opportunity for all candidates, employees, and managers to succeed professionally (condition 1 of a true meritocracy), and (2) facilitate the fair distribution of advancement, rewards, and other professional opportunities based on clear, valid, and merit-based criteria (condition 2).

Philip Tetlock defined accountability as the pressure to justify one’s actions to third parties, describing it as “the implicit or explicit expectation that one be called on to justify one’s beliefs, feelings, and actions to others.”4 This definition implicitly emphasizes that accountability impacts how individuals make decisions.5 Tetlock proposed that decision-makers who feel accountable are motivated to process information and make decisions in analytical and careful ways, using complex cognitive strategies and basing their opinions on data—particularly when they are unaware of their audience’s views (i.e., individuals to whom they are accountable).6

This narrow definition of accountability has been extensively investigated in experimental research.7 In these studies, accountability is often manipulated by informing participants that their decisions will be evaluated or discussed by another party.8 In some experiment variations, participants are informed that they will have to defend their decisions to someone.9

Scholars have also explored how organizational practices can influence the level of accountability that individuals feel for the fairness of their decisions in the workplace. For instance, Tetlock and Gregory Mitchell have highlighted some organizational procedures that are designed to hold managers accountable for implementing fair pay and bonus practices.10 These procedures typically combine process accountability (ensuring that managers make equitable pay decisions) with outcome accountability (monitoring for potential adverse impact in all aspects of pay decision-making).11

In the broader organizational and management literature, the concept of accountability is rooted in the work of sociologists like Max Weber and Arthur Stinchcombe on bureaucratic structures.12 The central argument in this stream of scholarship is that accountability holds recruiters and managers responsible for following specific organizational procedures and applying relevant employment criteria. This alignment of managers’ preferences and incentives with those of their organizations can help eliminate demographic biases and other inefficiencies when making employment decisions.

In the context of diversity management, organizational accountability often involves creating specialized positions and implementing company procedures that hold specific individuals responsible for achieving established diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) goals.13 This approach is consistent with research suggesting that when accountability for these goals is not assigned to specific individuals, they are likely overlooked when business pressures arise.14

Despite calls from scholars and practitioners to encourage top management to promote equity within their organizations, a 2021 national study of workplace equity revealed that few organizations conduct equity audits or designate someone to monitor the fairness of their workplaces.15 The research team at the Boston College’s Center for Social Innovation collected information from 1,062 US workplaces to identify where inequities might exist across various organizational “employment systems.”16 The researchers defined employment systems as a set of formal or informal practices related to employment within organizations, encompassing areas such as job structures (that is, expectations for where, when, and how much an employee should work), recruitment and hiring, pay and benefits, orientation and onboarding, supervision and mentoring, training and development, performance assessment, employee resources and support, promotion, and separation.

The methodological approach behind this research study is similar to the approach I outlined in chapter 6, as applied at the organizational level: that is, by collecting information on these organizational processes (in this case, perceptions of inequities across ten employment systems), leaders can identify specific problems and develop targeted solutions to tackle them successfully. The researchers found that perceptions of accountability were strongest in areas like pay, benefits, and performance assessment, but weakest in job structures, supervision and mentoring, employee resources and support, and training and development. These findings are significant because employees highly value fairness: 88 percent of US workers “believe fairness is extremely important or very important in the workplace.”17 Despite this belief, a 2021 survey of 3,500 workers revealed that 82 percent felt their working environments lacked fairness.18



Why Organizational Transparency Also Matters

In order for organizations to be accountable, measures of progress must be visible, with transparency in how critical processes and outcomes evolve over time. Organizational transparency is thus the second mechanism crucial for achieving meritocracy in practice.

In the context of talent management, I define organizational transparency as the degree to which organizations and their leaders openly disclose and provide clear information about their talent management processes, criteria, and outcomes to at least those responsible for the effective functioning of the talent management system (and, in some cases, to other key stakeholders of the organizations). Like in the cases of organizational accountability, the goal of such organizational transparency is to guarantee (1) equal opportunity for all employees, and (2) a fair distribution of advancement, rewards, and other career opportunities based on clear, valid, and merit-based criteria. In practice, organizational transparency involves clearly communicating how people-related decisions—such as recruitment, hiring, distribution of rewards, and promotions—are made, the specific merit-based criteria used, and the resulting outcomes of those decisions.

While scholars have extensively studied accountability within organizations, the role of transparency has been less researched until recently.19 Political scientists have claimed that certain aspects of organizational accountability are closely tied to transparency.20 Defined as access to information,21 transparency is claimed to reduce corruption and help address various national and organizational challenges.22 In the management and organizational literature, transparency—often referred to as observability—has been suggested to influence organizational outcomes, including firm performance.23

In the 2010s, the media began paying attention to pay transparency, highlighting concerns that pay secrecy may contribute to demographic-based pay disparities.24 A common argument is that making compensation data transparent can expose existing biases against specific demographic groups, enabling organizations to address these disparities.25 In this line, scholars have claimed that pay transparency helps reduce pay inequality related to gender26 and race.27 It also seems to provide benefits for organizations by promoting organizational citizenship behaviors and increasing organizational commitment and support.28 The most common definition of pay transparency in the literature is the extent to which organizations disclose their processes for determining and managing employee pay.29

Since the mid-2020s, a global pay transparency movement has gained significant momentum, encouraging organizations and businesses to disclose employee salaries, with the belief that doing so could help achieve pay equity. In line with this trend, for instance, California’s Pay Transparency Act mandates that employers with at least fifteen employees share their pay scales in job postings. Pay transparency laws are spreading across the United States and other countries. Some view pay transparency as one of the most prevalent and rapidly growing trends in the field of human resources.30

Researchers have been interested in investigating how pay secrecy versus pay transparency policies influence how managers allocate compensation.31 Pay secrecy, for example, may allow decision-makers to use arbitrary criteria, including demographic characteristics, when determining pay because their pay-related decisions are less likely to be scrutinized by others.32 In addition, the lack of transparency often means that managers are less accountable because they are not expected to justify how rewards are determined.

Research in social psychology further suggests that pay transparency can help reduce compensation differences linked to non-performance-related factors. For instance, experimental studies have found that individuals are less likely to perceive gender or race discrimination on a personal level than on an organizational level.33 A classic study by Faye Crosby and colleagues suggested that this difference is partly due to information-processing bias34—it is harder to detect discrimination when evaluating individual cases than when looking at aggregate data.35

Workplace inequality scholars have long argued that transparency in the criteria and processes behind pay and career decisions is key to addressing demographic disparities.36 In my research, I have proposed that combining organizational pay transparency with accountability can effectively close gender and racial pay gaps.37

My central argument is that organizational transparency around pay can bring disparities to light, making it easier for management to address them. My findings supported this argument by showing that more visible career outcomes—such as receiving a merit-based bonus or a promotion—were less affected by gender and race disparities than less visible ones in one organization setting I worked with.38 In particular, I found that equally performing women, Blacks, Hispanics, and non-US-born employees obtained smaller merit-based bonuses than White men; because the size of these bonuses is typically unknown to other employees, these managerial decisions remain less visible. The lack of publicly available bonus data hinders direct pay comparisons among workers, thereby obscuring any potential unfairness in linking performance to pay.39

These findings help explain why many have long championed pay transparency as a strategy to combat workplace inequality. Gowri Ramachandran reviewed some empirical studies suggesting that greater pay transparency can help reduce demographic biases.40 She noted that environments with higher levels of pay transparency (such as state government and unionized workplaces) tend to exhibit smaller wage disparities based on gender and race than nonunionized private companies.41 Another example is pay-for-performance plans: consistent with Ramachandran’s argument, one study reported that piecework, a form of pay for performance, was associated with smaller unexplained gender pay gaps.42

Along these lines, many advocate for companies to ensure salary range transparency to ameliorate demographic wage gaps. Indeed, pay transparency has gained popularity as more organizations and businesses seek to ensure fair and equitable compensation. Several tools provide some pay data across various roles and industries, including LinkedIn’s Salary Tool, Buffer’s Salaries and Salary Calculator, Glassdoor, Payscale, and Elpha’s Salary Database.

Many have viewed pay transparency as a step toward pay equity; the idea is that by being open about the compensation range provided to current and prospective employees, companies can avoid biases and other social processes that creep into pay decisions and create unfair pay differences.43 In line with this argument, an increasing number of US states now require publishing pay ranges to help reduce gender and racial wage gaps.44

Some governments, mostly in developed economies, have also acknowledged and addressed the issue of pay secrecy by creating pay transparency measures. A notable step was the European Union’s (EU) 2014 recommendation urging member states to adopt various pay transparency measures. Similar initiatives have also been implemented in Canada and Australia.45 The EU measures focus on employees’ right to request information on pay levels and require companies to report on the gender pay gap in their workforces. Some studies have documented that many pay transparency laws have been effective in narrowing the gender pay gap in countries where they have been enacted.46

Pay transparency advocates argue that such tools can help close the gender and racial wage gaps.47 Research, mainly in the North American context, has shown that salary secrecy disproportionally disfavors women and racially disadvantaged groups, who are less likely than equally qualified White men to negotiate higher starting salaries or raises.48 It is unclear if these findings are universal, particularly to what extent the same results would be found in other regions of the world.49 That said, after analyzing 1.6 million survey responses on pay collected from 2017 to 2019, Payscale claimed that the perception of any gender pay gap diminishes the more the respondents believe their organization has a transparent pay process.50

These research findings, while exclusively on the topic of pay transparency, underscore the importance of organizational transparency to achieving meritocracy in practice. Insofar as such organizational transparency allows leaders to obtain and analyze clear information about their key talent management processes, criteria, and outcomes, they will be in a better strategic position to identify and tackle their meritocratic challenges.



Three Key Dimensions When Implementing Transparency and Accountability in Organizations

Leaders play a pivotal role in building successful and meritocratic talent management systems. To do so, they need to focus on introducing organizational accountability and transparency at every critical stage in the career progression of applicants and their hires—especially selection, advancement, and compensation and rewards.

To define and illustrate the main dimensions behind these two crucial organizational mechanisms, consider a performance reward system involving merit-based bonuses.51 In this specific context, I define organizational accountability as the various organizational procedures that make individuals responsible for guaranteeing fair allocation of pay, rewards, and work benefits. It can be achieved as follows. First, certain organizational leaders (audience) will be in charge of designing and operating the procedures for determining compensation and other employee benefits (process accountability). Second, certain leaders (audience) will oversee tracking and addressing any instances of unfair pay decisions (outcome accountability).

Similarly, in this context, I define organizational transparency as the various organizational procedures that provide helpful, relevant, and accurate pay information to individuals. Such information can be made available in various ways to suit different audiences within the organization, such as executives, managers, workers, and HR professionals. It should be collected and processed so that it is current and available before, during, and after the execution of pay policies. Like organizational accountability, transparency can be achieved in two ways. First, process transparency ensures that the criteria and steps for pay distribution are clearly communicated to individuals (or groups of individuals) within the company. Second, outcome transparency involves making it possible for individuals to compare pay and benefits across the organization.52

These three dimensions are central when designing and operating organizational accountability and transparency in any aspect of your talent management system: (1) process, (2) outcomes, and (3) audience(s). Table 7.1 illustrates the forms these three dimensions can take in the context of a performance reward system. It also provides a working framework for implementing accountability and transparency in an organization, not only for pay and rewards but also for any other talent management process.


Table 7.1
Key dimensions of a performance-reward system


	
	Organizational accountability

	Organizational transparency






	Processes and criteria
	Responsibility for which processes, routines, and criteria are fair (process accountability)

	Which processes, routines, and criteria are visible (how)




	Outcomes
	Responsibility for which pay decisions and results/aspects are fair (outcome accountability)

	Which pay decisions and results/aspects are visible (what)




	Audience(s)
	Who is accountable for pay processes and outcomes and to whom

	Who makes pay processes and outcomes visible and to whom






Source: Adapted from Emilio J. Castilla, “Accounting for the Gap: A Firm Study Manipulating Organizational Accountability and Transparency in Pay Decisions,” Organization Science 26, no. 2 (2015): 315.

In the case of a performance reward system, the three dimensions should be applied with the following key considerations in mind:53

Process: How will performance-based pay be determined? Companies need to decide who is responsible for outlining and setting up the criteria and processes used to evaluate employee performance and contributions to the company’s success, how rewards are determined and distributed among employees, and how those criteria and processes are transparent across the organization. Some businesses, for instance, may choose to explain the calculation of merit-based bonuses to both managers and workers, or even involve them in the process, while others may limit this explanation to senior managers only.

Outcomes: What rewards are offered to employees? Companies need to determine who will collect and analyze relevant data, who will be accountable for guaranteeing that decisions are based on merit, and who will have access to the results of these analyses. At a minimum, the organization should designate someone responsible for calculating and reporting key metrics to decision-makers.

Audience(s): Who oversees and understands the pay processes, criteria, and outcomes? Companies need to identify those responsible for implementing changes to reduce biases and inefficiencies, as well as to enhance fairness. They should also decide the extent of transparency they want to maintain regarding these processes, criteria, and outcomes, both within the organization and externally.

The choices companies make regarding the three dimensions will define the levels of accountability and transparency in each aspect of their performance management systems. One company, for example, might designate a single director to oversee all aspects of pay processes, criteria, and outcomes, while another could involve multiple individuals.

When it comes to transparency, a company may opt to make the processes and criteria for distributing bonuses clear to employees and supervisors. Alternatively, it might choose to have senior managers make the final decisions about bonuses, leaving workers and supervisors in the dark about how performance evaluations translate into pay (high transparency for processes and criteria, but low transparency for outcomes). Note that the level of transparency you choose will significantly reflect the organization’s leadership vision and strategy. In a more extreme case (common among businesses that champion pay for performance and full transparency), all employees, including senior management, supervisors, and even rank-and-file employees, would be informed about the processes, criteria, and outcomes of merit pay decisions. A slightly less transparent approach could allow workers to see average compensation data, including salary distribution by quartiles, for various roles within the organization.

While I have illustrated how organizational accountability and transparency can be applied to a performance reward system, this approach can easily be extended to other stages of hiring, promotion, training, and other people-management decisions. In fact, I encourage companies to improve accountability and transparency at each critical stage of their talent management system, as summarized in figure 2.3 in chapter 2. Strengthening accountability and transparency within your talent management system can help ensure that your organization meets the two key conditions for achieving true meritocracy.



Holding Your Organization and Leaders Accountable for Achieving Meritocracy

In the early 2020s, many middle-sized and large organizations appointed decision-makers with responsibility for reducing bias and improving equity, especially in hiring and pay decisions. The introduction of roles such as chief diversity officers (CDOs) and other diversity executives underscored leaders’ commitment to making their organizations diverse, equitable, and inclusive.54 In the United States alone, the number of roles focused on DEI at large organizations reportedly quadrupled,55 with 53 percent of Fortune 500 companies reporting having a CDO or equivalent position by 2022.56

The growth of DEI in such organizations took place in response to scholars, journalists, and commentators highlighting that diversity matters,57 that there is a strong business case to be made for it,58 and that implementing diversity and inclusion efforts is a moral imperative.59 The momentum for DEI further accelerated after the murder of George Floyd in May 2020, which brought attention to the pervasiveness of structural racism in US society and created intense pressure on companies to address racial inequities. However, in January 2024, the New York Times reported that while hiring for DEI roles did indeed spike in the early 2020s, DEI job postings on the employment website ZipRecruiter fell by 63 percent in 2023—and since the beginning of 2025, many major U.S. companies have also continued to cut back on DEI efforts.60

In higher education, following the US Supreme Court’s June 29, 2023, decision to end the use of affirmative action in college admissions61—ruling that race-conscious admissions policies violate the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment—college and university presidents, while complying with the ruling, have nonetheless stressed their continued commitment to diversity and inclusion.62 The Court also ruled that colleges and universities may consider “an applicant’s discussion of how race affected his or her life, be it through discrimination, inspiration, or otherwise.”63 Furthermore, the Supreme Court’s ruling against affirmative action has inspired major corporate leaders (e.g., Microsoft, HP, Apple, and other Fortune 500 companies) to reaffirm their commitment to advocating for and sustaining equitable, inclusive, and diverse workplaces.64 Others, however, have withdrawn support for DEI.65

A few experts have already outlined strategies for organizations and businesses to continue promoting DEI effectively66 while avoiding “harmful overreactions that don’t reflect real legal risks.”67 However, in recent years, some commentators have reported that such a commitment has become increasingly tenuous, with many businesses reevaluating—and in some cases, entirely abandoning—their DEI efforts. This shift is largely driven by budget constraints, fears of public backlash, concerns of employee alienation, pressure from conservative activists, and emerging government and regulatory challenges.68 Interestingly, emerging conservative movements such as “Merit, Excellence and Intelligence,” while emphasizing the selection of candidates based solely on qualifications and abilities, seem to overlook the critical need for equal opportunity for all to achieve true meritocracy in practice.69

Some organizations continue to incentivize decision-makers to achieve fair and meritocratic results, either as part of their selection and hiring, their performance evaluations, or their distribution of monetary rewards. A few organizations have also hired specific managers and directors who work with task forces or internal committees to regularly oversee and review some of the most critical talent management decision processes—typically pay and promotion or recruitment and hiring efforts. Such employer efforts seem to be appreciated by employees, particularly those belonging to underrepresented groups. In a 2023 survey of 3,255 US workers, approximately 33 percent of Blacks, 25 percent of Latinos, and 25 percent of Asian Americans reported experiencing poor treatment, discrimination, or unfairness in their current job due to their race or ethnicity.70

My research experience has shown that debiasing talent management processes and ensuring a true meritocracy in the workplace often require structural changes to enhance accountability and transparency inside organizations, not just hiring a few selected individuals. Moreover, those selected individuals put in charge of improving the effectiveness of talent management systems and making them more meritocratic must be empowered (that is, given authority, power, and support within the organization) and be given the necessary organizational resources to accomplish these goals.

Furthermore, the higher the number of stakeholders companies engage to see and evaluate the results of their talent management systems (organizational transparency), especially those concerning fairness and opportunity, as well as the more audiences they make responsible for creating and sustaining a fair and meritocratic workplace (organizational accountability), the more successful the organization is likely to be. My research experience has given me plenty of examples of why that may be the case.

To increase organizational transparency, you need to be very explicit about the criteria and processes you use to select, advance, and reward your employees and managers. Research suggests that we are less likely to make biased attributions when specific merit-based criteria and processes are used.71 Such transparency thus makes talent management systems less vulnerable to biases and social processes that could introduce noise and unnecessary discretion into employment outcomes.

To improve organizational accountability, you need to ensure that at least one individual takes full responsibility for your people management processes and their outcomes. (Often, this responsibility is given to a group of individuals representing different parts of your organization.) Once again, research has shown that accountability encourages decision-makers to process information carefully, helping to prevent biases and other social processes that might otherwise lead to unfair decisions.72 These individuals should also systematically monitor the outcomes of employment decisions to address any plausible challenges affecting employees and managers. Finally, they have to be empowered to fix the processes and propose interventions that can help your organization “debias” and help diversify your workplace.

This kind of organizational accountability and transparency can specifically help address the key warnings that can lead to the meritocracy paradox. Specifically, accountability and transparency can help in two main ways, as presented in the following numbered sub-sections.


1. Ensure that your talent management systems are fair and meritocratic

As described earlier in this book, simply designing and implementing people management practices to recruit, select, and evaluate the best talent does not necessarily guarantee meritocracy in practice—that is, such practices do not guarantee that individuals acting on behalf of their organizations will select and reward the best individuals effectively and fairly. Biases and other social mechanisms can enter many of your talent management processes relating to your organization’s recruitment, hiring, pay, and development. Such biases and social processes can have significant consequences, not only for individuals themselves but also for your organization. The result can be a less diverse workforce, limiting access to talent and fresh perspectives and leading to lower job satisfaction, higher turnover rates, and, ultimately, lower productivity and profitability.

A second warning from this book is that emphasizing meritocracy as the basis of an organization’s people-related decisions may paradoxically backfire on women, racially disadvantaged groups, immigrants, and many other underrepresented groups. Belief in the objective of meritocracy can lead decision-makers to become less conscious of demographic biases and consequently to exhibit gender and racial biases or particular social preferences in their decisions.

Debiasing talent management processes involves identifying and addressing any biases and social preferences that prevent you from creating and sustaining a fair and meritocratic workplace.

SOLUTION: The kind of systematic analyses of data that I discussed in chapter 6 can help you assess whether (1) there is equal opportunity for all in your organization, especially during recruitment and hiring, and advancement, and (2) post-hire employment decisions are based on merit and talent, including decisions regarding the distribution of rewards and career outcomes such as promotions, distribution of authority, autonomy, and other work and personal benefits. In doing these analyses, make sure that some individuals or groups of individuals are responsible for evaluating the processes and outcomes behind each of your talent management processes by following the main steps described in chapter 6.



2. Ensure consensus on key employment-relevant merit-based criteria across different selection and career stages

A third key warning from this book is that there is no consensus about what merit actually is; this may be even so among managers and executives with similar training who work in the same organization. Organizations rarely acknowledge that the definitions of “merit” and “talent” are often subjective, that is, in the eye of the beholder. As I described in chapter 5, different individuals making important people-related decisions, such as recruitment, selection, evaluation, and promotions, may not necessarily operate with the same assumptions about what constitutes merit and which types of merit or talent should be rewarded and celebrated by the organization. This has become even more challenging as professionals and employees move across organizations, industries, locations, and roles, each with different views on the definition of talent or merit.

People’s understanding of merit also evolves over the course of their careers. This understanding likely starts forming long before individuals enter the workforce, when, for instance, they are evaluated by teachers, sports coaches, professors, and others well before they start their professional lives.

SOLUTION: Here, I recommend an organizational process to clarify how your talent management processes will be designed to ensure that (1) there is equal opportunity for all, and that (2) post-hire employment decisions, such as decisions regarding compensation and advancement, are based on merit and talent.

To help managers arrive at a common definition of merit when recruiting and hiring, for example, I advise clearly defining the specific criteria and factors that are employment-relevant when screening candidates and ensuring later that those criteria are (1) valid and indeed relevant for the role and (2) predictive of performance and success in the organization. Use those criteria, too, when training managers on how to evaluate candidates during screening. Also, try to make sure that, to the greatest possible extent, such criteria do not adversely impact particular demographic groups. Clearly defining and consistently applying your screening process and criteria ensures equal opportunity and enhances fairness.

Additionally, make sure that (1) the criteria you use to screen candidates are good predictors of performance—if not, why use them?—and that (2) such criteria do not prevent particular groups of individuals from being considered or hired for your positions. Because biases and social processes evolve over time, they are often a “moving target.” So, stay alert and keep practices in place to ensure that decisions remain fair and meritocratic.

In the case of recruitment and selection, for instance, I advise that organizations systematically examine and answer questions like the following:


	Which factors or criteria are used consistently when screening and selecting candidates? Are exceptions being made? If so, which exceptions?





	To what extent are merit-based factors predictive of selection and hiring outcomes? Do those factors predict performance and other critical post-hire outcomes relevant to your organization and its success?


	To what extent are non-merit-based variables (for example, personal connections or popularity) introduced during the selection and hiring process?


	How do recruitment and selection practices affect the quality and diversity of the pool of applicants, the applicants to whom the organization makes offers, and the applicants the organization ultimately hires?


	Where might you need to remedy and correct for potential biases in the processes and outcomes of recruitment and selection strategies?




In the case of rewarding and advancing employees, I advise following a similar strategy, addressing questions like the following:


	Which factors or criteria are used when distributing rewards or deciding whom to promote?


	To what extent do merit-based factors predict bonus distribution, promotion decisions, and other important career outcomes? Do those factors also predict performance and other critical post-hire outcomes?


	To what extent are non-merit-based variables introduced in the performance and reward process?


	How does the distribution of merit-based rewards, training opportunities, and promotions look across diverse pools of employees?


	Where may you need to intervene to correct for potential biases and non-performance-based factors in these decisions?







Ensuring Meritocracy at a Large Organization: A Real-World Illustration

How can organizations and businesses guard their talent management systems against the operation of biases and social processes that undermine equity? And consequently, how can they ensure true meritocracy in practice? To answer these questions, I studied one feasible solution for narrowing the demographic gap in performance-based rewards at ServiCo. (Details of this study are provided in chapter 4.)

ServiCo faced two main problems. First, there was a lack of organizational accountability—unit heads (senior managers) were not held responsible for their pay decisions, particularly regarding merit pay increases. Second, there was limited transparency in the process and outcomes behind their performance reward strategy.

Before addressing the two organizational issues described here, I ran several regression models to examine which factors affected merit-based bonuses at ServiCo using its longitudinal data on employee career outcomes for nearly nine thousand employees. While my analyses showed no demographic gap in highly visible employment decisions such as promotions or terminations, I found significant gender, racial, and nationality (US versus non-US-born) disparities in the size of bonuses; these sizes are frequently less visible to many managers and employees.

The proposed solution was to introduce organizational accountability and transparency into the performance reward system with three key improvements. First, a performance reward committee was established to oversee merit-based bonus decisions. This committee, consisting of HR professionals, at least one executive, and a new full-time staff member responsible for collecting and analyzing employee data, was tasked with ensuring fairness in pay and merit bonus decisions. Second, senior managers were required to follow a formal process for assigning rewards based on employee performance, including justifying the amounts awarded to each employee in their work unit. Third, the performance reward committee was given authority to adjust any pay decisions made by senior managers.

While employees and supervisors were informed about the processes and criteria behind performance evaluations, the final distribution of bonus amounts was known only to senior managers and the committee. This committee, supported by a full-time professional, was responsible for systematically monitoring and analyzing how bonuses were allocated over time, ensuring that the company adhered to its meritocratic principles. A similar approach could easily be applied to other people-related processes.

Table 7.2 outlines the three main organizational accountability and transparency procedures that ServiCo adopted as a result of our collaboration. It also details who was responsible for what and when. Table 7.3 goes further, showing how organizational accountability (column 3) and transparency (column 4) have been applied at the company, division, and work unit levels of ServiCo since then. Each cell in columns 3 and 4 summarizes how transparency and accountability were implemented at ServiCo, focusing on processes/criteria and outcomes dimensions (refer to table 7.1). The first column of table 7.3 lists the relevant company levels, while the second column identifies the key individuals responsible for overseeing pay accountability and transparency at ServiCo (the audience dimension).


Table 7.2
Introducing organizational accountability and transparency in the performance-reward system at ServiCo


	New stages in the performance-reward system

	Location

	Main decision-makers

	New measures as part of the performance-reward process

	Features of organizational approach






	Stage 1
	Company

	CEO

	Annually, CEO decides who will be on the annual performance-reward committee. Also decides total budget (in consultation with other executives in the organization, including HR director and vice president).

	High accountability in the formation of the performance-reward committee each year.




	Stage 2
	Performance-reward committee

	Includes at least two members of the HR Division, at least one senior executive of a different company division, and a full-time staff member in HR. This committee is in charge of monitoring merit-based pay decisions and writing reports about them.

	Formalized with high organizational accountability and transparency.




	Stage 3
	Work unit

	Senior managers (work unit heads)

	First, all senior managers are required to fill out a merit-pay form the company developed to justify their rewards. Second, they are given information about merit-based pay decisions made in their work units and other units in the same division.

	Formalized with high organizational accountability and transparency.






Source: Adapted from Emilio J. Castilla, “Accounting for the Gap: A Firm Study Manipulating Organizational Accountability and Transparency in Pay Decisions,” Organization Science, 26, no. 2 (2015): 317.


Table 7.3
Key dimensions of organizational accountability and transparency in the performance-reward system at ServiCo


	
	Audience(s)

	
	



	
	Level

	Decision-makers

	Organizational accountability

	Organizational transparency





	Performance-reward processes and criteria
	Company

	Performance-reward committee

	Responsible for ensuring that senior managers make merit-based pay decisions in equitable ways by ensuring that these managers follow the process (i.e., use the Merit-Based Bonus Form) and use criteria (only consider the performance of the employee) when making merit-based pay decisions.

	Compiles information and writes reports about the processes and criteria behind the merit-based pay decisions made in each work unit of ServiCo. Also makes recommendations to high-level executives on how to improve merit-based pay processes and criteria.




	
	Division

	Top executives and key HR managers

	Review the information provided by the performance-reward committee each year about the processes and criteria used for the distribution of pay in equitable ways (in annual reports and meetings).

	Know about the process and criteria used to reward employees based on their performance. Participate in designing these processes and criteria together with the performance-reward committee.




	
	Work unit

	Senior managers (unit heads)

	Responsible for making merit-based pay decisions concerning employees in their work units entirely based on the performance of the employees. Have to fill out the Merit-Based Bonus Form to justify the amount rewarded to each employee in their work units (because performance evaluations are the “primary basis” for all employee merit-based pay increases each year).

	Know (and are trained on) how to follow the process and use the criteria when making merit-based pay decisions.




	
	
	Evaluating managers

	Only responsible for evaluating the performance of the employees in their work units.

	Know about the broad processes and criteria used by senior managers to make merit-based pay decisions. Do not get to see the Merit-Based Bonus Form filled out by the senior managers to whom they submit the performance evaluations of the employees in their work units.




	Performance-reward outcomes
	Company

	Performance-reward committee

	Responsible for monitoring that all merit-based pay decisions made by senior managers at ServiCo are equitable, that is, entirely based on the performance of the employee.

	Compiles information and writes performance-pay outcome reports about all merit-based pay decisions made in all work units and divisions of ServiCo. Such information includes merit-based pay averages, standard deviations, and ranges (these data are reported in the aggregate broken down by level of employee performance at the work unit, division, and company level).




	
	Division

	Top executives and key HR managers

	Review the information provided by the performance-reward committee each year about the distribution of rewards by employee performance in their divisions (including work units) as well as other divisions (units) at ServiCo (in pay-for-performance outcome reports).

	Have easy access to information about merit-based pay decisions made in their divisions (including work units) as well as other divisions at ServiCo. Information is provided by the performance-reward committee each year in pay-for-performance outcome reports.




	
	Work unit

	Senior managers (unit heads)

	Responsible for ensuring that any merit-based pay decisions made in their units are equitable, that is, entirely based on the performance of the employee.

	Receive information (from HR, which gets the information from the performance-reward committee) about merit-based pay decisions made in their work units and other work units in the same division (these data are reported in the aggregate broken down by level of performance).




	
	
	Evaluating managers

	Not responsible for distributing merit-based pay among employees.

	Receive information (from their senior managers, who get the info from HR) about merit-based pay decisions made for each of their employees in their work units.






Source: Adapted from Emilio J. Castilla, “Accounting for the Gap: A Firm Study Manipulating Organizational Accountability and Transparency in Pay Decisions,” Organization Science 26, no. 2 (2015): appendix.



The results of improving organizational accountability and transparency were noteworthy. The company observed significant reductions in the demographic gaps in merit bonuses, with any remaining differences becoming practically negligible. Follow-up interviews with ServiCo executives and managers confirmed the effectiveness of these mechanisms in closing these gaps. A key factor was the performance reward committee’s provision of detailed reports and analyses of the merit-based pay decisions to senior managers; this transparency increased their accountability. As one senior manager noted, “Annually, I am able to review numbers that have to do with how my pay decisions compare with the decisions made in the aggregate by other work units within my division.”73



Toward Organizational Transparency and Accountability

Building a talent management system that is both accountable and transparent does not require a complex or costly bureaucracy. In fact, it can often be achieved quite simply. Many companies I have worked with have successfully enhanced organizational accountability and transparency by applying the straightforward, cost-effective framework presented in this chapter. For instance, as discussed earlier, ServiCo’s top management strengthened organizational accountability and transparency by assembling and empowering a dedicated committee with clear responsibilities for ensuring fairness in the distribution of performance-based rewards among employees. They further supported these efforts by hiring a full-time professional to collect and analyze data on employee performance and rewards.

Both organizational transparency and accountability are crucial mechanisms for fostering true meritocracy inside organizations. Accountability requires appointing at least one individual with the power and authority to ensure that people management processes guarantee (1) equal opportunity for all to succeed in the organization (condition 1 of a true meritocracy) and facilitate (2) a fair distribution of advancement, rewards, and other professional opportunities based on clear, valid, and merit-based criteria (condition 2). In the same vein, transparency involves openly disclosing and clarifying organizational processes, criteria, and decision-making outcomes, particularly to those entrusted with running the talent management system effectively.

Although implementing these organizational mechanisms can be challenging—requiring strong commitment and sustained efforts from top leadership—they are fundamental to making meritocracy close to a reality. By embedding organizational accountability and transparency in their talent management systems, organizations can move beyond mere aspirations and work actively toward a fairer, more effective, and meritocratic workplace.







Conclusion

I hope that the insights from this book will give you a strong foundation for improving your organization’s talent management processes, making them fairer and more meritocratic. If your organization is midsized or large, you likely have many formalized processes in place to manage some critical aspects of your talent management, along with data on key employment outcomes. This information can serve as a valuable starting point for you to identify where you can improve your talent management processes. If your organization is smaller or if you do not have direct control over people management practices in your organization, this book can still help you recognize common failures in existing practices and offer actionable strategies for reducing bias and inefficiencies, ultimately fostering a more meritocratic workplace.

My goal is to leave you both empowered and accountable for your efforts to achieve meritocracy in the work you do. A key practical objective is to equip you and your colleagues with a clear approach for first locating where biases and social processes may be shaping your talent management processes—potentially leading to unfairness and organizational issues—and then ensuring that targeted solutions are effectively devised to tackle any potential departures from meritocracy.



I also hope that The Meritocracy Paradox has given you the knowledge, strategies, and motivation to help you build a fairer, more inclusive, and meritocratic future of work, one where equal opportunity for all is not just an aspiration but a reality. There is great merit (pun intended) in leaders and professionals like you taking active steps to promote true meritocracy in your own organizations, divisions, units, or teams, ensuring that individuals are advanced and rewarded based on their talents and efforts rather than personal or demographic characteristics. Moreover, achieving these goals is often easier and more cost-effective than many assume. The responsibility—and the opportunity—is in your hands now.

In chapter 6 of the book, I introduced a data-driven talent management approach designed to address bias and foster meritocratic workplaces. This approach leverages data and analytics to identify and mitigate any (potential) occurrences of prejudice and other social processes that prevent organizations from achieving meritocracy in practice. Beyond uncovering biases, this approach also helps pinpoint talent management problems (such as poor screening of candidates, flawed selection processes, and biased appraisals of employee performance, among many others), many of which are often difficult to detect without rigorous data collection and analysis of important employment processes and outcomes in organizations. Additionally, it provides a valuable tool for evaluating the effectiveness of existing people management practices and enhancing decision-making in recruitment, hiring, selection, and performance evaluation decisions in your organization.

The first step in implementing this data-driven approach is to gather and analyze high-quality and relevant data1 on key areas such as workforce demographics, professional background, performance evaluations, compensation, benefits, and employee engagement. (Please be sure to carefully review the legal constraints regarding what data you are allowed to collect, as regulations vary depending on the jurisdiction in which your organization is located.) Analyzing these data can then help identify disparities, such as demographic pay gaps, underrepresented groups in leadership positions, or patterns of inequity and unfairness in hiring, promotions, and access to significant career development opportunities.

Once issues of equal opportunity and fairness are identified, organizations can develop targeted, data-informed strategies to address them successfully. For example, some organizations may implement targeted training programs for specific parts of an organization, establish mentorship or developmental programs for employees who otherwise may not have equal opportunities for success in their current jobs, or change hiring or promotion processes to reduce biases and inefficiencies. The ultimate aim of such interventions is to improve opportunity and fairness in the organization’s talent management processes and to attract and retain the most qualified and diverse talent to work for your organization.

Moreover, organizations can use data to track progress and evaluate the effectiveness of their strategies over time. By frequently (and consistently) collecting and analyzing data on key people management metrics, leaders can measure impact, refine their strategies, and ensure meaningful progress toward meritocracy. Overall, a data-driven approach can empower organizations and their leaders to make more meritocratic and evidence-based decisions. This approach can also help organizations foster a more inclusive workplace that benefits all.

In chapter 7, I encouraged leaders and key organizational decision-makers to take serious and intentional steps to foster meritocracy in practice. I argue that achieving success in these efforts requires reinforcing two fundamental mechanisms in the organizational structures governing workforce management: accountability and transparency. Building more meritocratic processes and outcomes involves establishing clear criteria and procedures for employee advancement and evaluation (or any decision affecting employees’ careers), monitoring both the processes and their outcomes, and ensuring that at least someone in your organization is responsible for making these processes meritocratic and fair.

Although implementing these changes is, in my experience, extremely hard and challenging, the research examples discussed in this book highlight their critical importance. Organizations and their leaders should first be skeptical about the effectiveness of so-called best practices in addressing the unique challenges their organizations face. And second, they need to be careful when designing and implementing any new people-related practices to successfully target the organization’s specific challenges while not inadvertently introducing new biases or any unintended consequences.


Toward Greater Meritocracy and Fairness in Your Organization

My research has shown that organizations and businesses can attain greater meritocracy in the workplace by designing and implementing talent management systems that have high levels of both accountability and transparency. Importantly, accomplishing these goals doesn’t have to be costly or overwhelming.

How can organizations that adopt a talent analytics approach take concrete steps toward greater meritocracy in practice? As emphasized throughout this book, simply copying practices from other companies is not necessarily a reliable strategy. Instead, the first stage in a data-driven approach to improving talent management involves rigorous data collection and analysis. This allows organizations to pinpoint their specific issues and then develop targeted interventions that address them effectively.

It is also crucial to recognize and stress that no single practice alone can fully resolve workplace problems or challenges. With that in mind, below, I outline a selection of practical steps that companies have successfully implemented to enhance meritocracy in specific parts of their talent management systems. While this list is by no means exhaustive, it illustrates a range of solutions that, when carefully implemented, can help create a fairer, more meritocratic, and even more transparent workplace.


On Hiring and Selection

To make organizations more meritocratic and fairer when screening and selecting talent, companies and their leaders can take several steps:


	Use objective selection criteria. Companies should assess candidates based on specific, measurable factors such as skills, experience, and qualifications rather than subjective aspects like personal interests and connections or cultural fit. In particular, they should avoid using vague, imprecise, and overly general terms when describing the merits required for the position.

Later, these criteria should be validated to ensure they predict performance and success in the role. Any factor that fails to predict performance should be removed from the selection criteria.


	Standardize the screening process. Standardizing the hiring process can help ensure that all candidates are evaluated consistently and fairly. This process can involve using structured interviews, where all interviewees are asked similar questions; introducing specific rubrics for evaluating résumés and other application materials; and using preemployment assessments to assess skills and abilities. At this stage, it may be worthwhile to carefully consider not asking for certain kinds of personal information about the candidates (for example, cover letters or personal statements) that may open the door for biases and social processes to be introduced and affect your screening outcomes.

An important aspect of this standardization is training the individuals involved in screening and selection—typically recruiters and hiring managers—to evaluate applications accurately using employment-relevant criteria.


	Establish meritocratic goals to address existing disparities. Employers can establish goals, often related to equity and fairness goals, and incorporate them into their hiring processes. This task may require ensuring that there continue to be equal opportunities for all groups of candidates and employees in the organization, including the majority. Also, it is important to consider bringing candidates with diverse backgrounds of experience and professional accomplishments. Once again, at the core of meritocracy, all candidates need to have equal opportunity.


	Increase transparency. Organizations and their leaders can increase transparency in the selection by, for instance, providing candidates with information about the job opening and the hiring process in the job descriptions, including the selection criteria and evaluation methods used. This transparency can help build trust and ensure that candidates are evaluated fairly.


	Train hiring managers and recruiters. Companies can train hiring managers and recruiters to identify the merit-based qualifications and talents essential for the job. Specific forms of training can also help recruiters and managers recognize and address their personal biases and other counterproductive preferences that can arise during the hiring process. This training might include, specifically, guidance on evaluating candidates strictly on the basis of their qualifications and professional experience, structuring interviews and other screening processes to prioritize job-relevant information and minimize bias, and avoiding language or requirements in job postings, presentations, and other recruitment materials that may introduce unnecessary expectations about the job and the organization.






On Performance and Rewards

Improving the performance evaluation and rewards processes can be critical in making an organization more meritocratic and fairer. Here are a few steps that companies and their leaders can take:


	Use objective performance metrics. Companies can use (ideally) nonsubjective performance metrics that are clearly defined and linked to job requirements. This clarity can help ensure that all employees are evaluated based on their job performance rather than on subjective factors such as personal connections or popularity.


	Train managers to focus on employment-related criteria and be fair and unbiased when conducting performance evaluations. Given findings of potential bias in performance evaluations of employees of different demographics, certain employers could, for instance, provide training to managers to help them recognize and avoid unnecessary biases in the evaluation process. This training can include how to provide objective and constructive feedback, recognize and mitigate bias in their judgments, and evaluate employees fairly and consistently.


	Review performance evaluations for consistency. Organizations can develop a system to regularly review and calibrate performance evaluations to ensure they are fair and consistent across different departments and teams. This review can involve conducting regular audits to identify areas of inconsistency or bias and implementing corrective actions as needed.


	Connect rewards to performance. Companies should clearly link rewards such as pay raises, bonuses, and promotions to performance metrics rather than relying on subjective factors. This practice can help ensure that rewards are based on specific criteria and distributed fairly across the organization. This step, like many others, also requires a careful evaluation of the performance appraisal process and its outcomes to prevent biases and social processes that could be detrimental to particular groups of employees.


	Work toward pay equity and fairness. Organizations can conduct regular audits to identify and address disparities in pay, rewards, and other employee benefits based on non-meritocratic factors. Audits can help ensure that all employees are compensated fairly for their work and contributions to your organization.






On Promotion and Retention

Improving promotions and retention in truly meritocratic and fair organizations can be critical to creating and sustaining a workplace where all employees feel valued and supported. Here are a few steps that companies and their leaders could consider taking:


	Establish clear career development paths. Career development paths provide employees with opportunities for learning, development, and career advancement based on their skills and contributions. Organizations can offer training, mentorship, and development programs that help employees build the necessary and relevant skills and experiences to advance in their careers.


	Foster a culture of inclusivity and belonging. Organizations can create and maintain a culture of inclusivity, belonging, and tolerance that values opportunity and respect for all. They can promote employee resource groups, provide optional training programs to all employees, and foster a safe and supportive workplace where all employees feel valued and heard.


	Provide opportunities for feedback and recognition. Companies can provide opportunities for feedback and recognition to all employees, regardless of their background or position. These opportunities can include regular check-ins with managers, peer recognition programs, and ways for employees to share their ideas and contributions with leadership.


	Monitor and address biases and other social dynamics in the promotion process. Employers can monitor and address biases in the promotion process by regularly reviewing promotion decisions to ensure that they are fair and meritocratic. This effort may involve implementing structured promotion processes, training managers on recognizing and mitigating bias, and collecting data on promotion decisions to identify disparities based on non-meritocratic factors.







Devising Your Talent Analytics Change Plan

To better identify your organization’s specific meritocratic challenges and develop targeted solutions, consider devising a talent analytics change plan using the following eight-step framework that I have developed:


	Step 1. Identify your talent management challenge. Begin by selecting a specific challenge, problem, or opportunity that you want to address in your talent management processes. Think of this step as an opportunity to improve your talent management system and make your organization more meritocratic. To guide your analysis, consider answering questions such as the following:





	What people-related issue, concern, or challenge are you most interested in addressing? Or what opportunity are you trying to identify and capitalize on? Examples of some key talent management processes that can continuously be improved include recruitment, hiring, satisfaction and engagement, pay and rewards, learning and development, promotions, and career advancement.


	Why is this challenge significant, especially compared to your other business priorities?


	Why is the challenge difficult to solve? Has it been addressed effectively before in your organization or elsewhere? If so, how?





	Answering these questions will provide a solid foundation for identifying and ultimately resolving your talent management challenges.


	Step 2. Reflect on why your organization faces this challenge. Consider all the potential factors that might be contributing to this challenge or problem:





	Why do you think your organization has this challenge? Do similar organizations experience the same issues?


	What other factors might be contributing to the challenge?





	This reflective process is a valuable starting point for further inquiry. Once you understand the root causes of your current challenges, you can start devising more effective approaches. In other words, by identifying the whys, you can better assess which solutions and recommendations to incorporate into your talent management system.


	Step 3. Review existing evidence and propose solutions or hypotheses for the “whys.” Next, review existing research and frameworks from the business world and academic research to identify and develop potential solutions that address the root causes of your talent management challenges. Focus on approaches and information that directly address the reasons behind such challenges. Consider the following:





	What feasible solutions to the problem have you seen or heard about from other organizations that may apply to your situation? What assumptions underlie each potential solution?


	What insights and recommendations do scholars and experts offer for addressing similar challenges?


	Which assumed relationships or predictions seem most consequential in helping you figure out the best solution? Based on the evidence you currently have, which assumed relationships appear most dubious or questionable, and should, therefore, be further explored?





	By carefully assessing available evidence and proposed interventions, you can start proposing well-founded solutions to help you address your specific talent management challenges.





	Step 4. Plan your project. Define and plan your project to effectively address your challenge or opportunity. Clearly articulate the purpose of your plan and establish a method for evaluating its success. Rather than simply copying a practice used elsewhere, focus on adapting existing practices to fit your organization’s unique needs or developing a tailored solution that directly addresses your challenge.


	As part of this planning phase, determine what specific data you need to collect and how you will use these data to measure the effectiveness of your project. This step should outline the key metrics and outcomes you aim to optimize through your proposed plan of action. Key questions for you to consider at this step include the following:





	How will you test your hypotheses and evaluate the effectiveness of your proposed solutions? Make sure you consider the pros and cons of the various solutions you are considering.


	If someone in your organization ends up carrying out the analysis for you, how will you ensure the analysis is rigorous and appropriate? What additional factors should be taken into account?


	What conclusions do you expect to draw from your analysis?


	What data does your company currently have that can support your project?


	What additional data do you need to collect? And how will you go about gathering these data? (Once again, please be sure to carefully review the legal constraints regarding what data you are allowed to collect, as regulations vary depending on the jurisdiction in which your organization is located.)


	What findings or outcomes do you anticipate from implementing your project?


	What potential challenges might arise during execution, and how can they be mitigated?


	By addressing these questions, you will create a well-defined data-collection plan that enhances your organization’s ability to implement effective and sustainable talent management improvements.





	Step 5. Anticipate potential project outcomes, results, and benefits. Carefully evaluate the potential outcomes of your project and how different patterns may suggest different solutions. This step requires critically assessing (and anticipating) both expected and unintended outcomes of your plan of action and making necessary adjustments to minimize any negative impacts. Additionally, plan to collect the necessary data that will allow you to measure the success of your intervention and identify any unforeseen outcomes as a result of your plan of action. Questions to consider at this stage include the following:





	What are the potential positive outcomes of your project? What are the possible negative or unintended outcomes of your project?





	How will you communicate the results of your analysis to top management? How can you effectively summarize key findings and insights from your proposed analysis?


	How will you determine which solutions are most effective?


	What actionable insights do you expect to gain from your findings?


	What criteria and metrics will you use to evaluate the benefits and impact of your project? What measures will you need to determine whether your project has achieved its desired effects and how well it has worked?


	What challenges do you anticipate when implementing changes based on your findings? How will you adjust your project if unexpected results emerge?





	By thoroughly anticipating potential outcomes and preparing for various scenarios, you can ensure a more strategic, systematic approach to implementing effective talent management improvements.


	Step 6. Revise your plan accordingly based on your findings. After carefully assessing the potential benefits and risks of your proposed project identified in step 5, make revisions and improvements to your project to maximize the benefits and positive outcomes while minimizing any risks and unintended outcomes.


	Step 7. Implement and measure the impact of your project. Put your plan into action and track its effectiveness. Collect and evaluate valid data before and after your plan was introduced to assess both the process and the outcomes. This step ensures that your project is driving meaningful change and achieving its intended objectives.


	Step 8. Continuously improve and adapt. Keep going. Successful talent management is an ongoing process, not a one-time initiative. Return to step 1 to address new challenges, refine existing strategies, and explore emerging opportunities. This dynamic, data-driven approach will help your organization sustain progress and continually work toward a more efficient and meritocratic system in practice.




By following these eight strategic steps (see figure C.1), you will have a structured and systematic approach for successfully implementing any talent- or people-related analytical project. This approach will help you translate the principles outlined in this book into actionable solutions and interventions, ultimately fostering true meritocracy in your organization.


[image: A chart summarizing an eight-step talent analytics plan for fostering meritocracy within your organization. Step 1: Identify your talent management challenge; Step 2: Ask why you have this challenge; Step 3: Review existing evidence and propose solutions; Step 4: Plan your project; Step 5: Preview potential outcomes, both positive and negative; Step 6: Revise plan accordingly; Step 7: Implement Your Project; Step 8: Keep going and return to Step 1.]

Figure C.1. Eight-step talent-analytics plan for fostering meritocracy in your organization.




The End of the Book, the Beginning of Your Journey toward True Meritocracy

As you reach the end of this book, you may feel overwhelmed, perhaps even a sense of uncertainty—especially if you are wondering where to begin or how to take your organization’s transformation to the next level. If so, you are not alone. Many leaders and professionals I have worked with have shared similar feelings when first confronting the complexity of building a truly meritocratic organization.

Remind yourself that the fact that you have read this book is already a significant step forward. It demonstrates your commitment to improving your organization’s talent management practices and fostering a system that promotes meritocracy in practice—not just in theory.

To move forward, I suggest you take a deep breath, revisit earlier chapters, and identify small, actionable steps that can quickly lead to small wins. Achieving meritocracy is not a one-time, easy initiative but an ongoing process that requires commitment and continuous efforts to learn, improve, and correct people-related processes. A reminder from chapter 2: true meritocracy is an ideal—a goal, a target, an ongoing project—requiring continuous refinement and improvement over time.

If you are just getting started with the building of a meritocratic talent management system, start slow, with one small step at a time that can be a win. Focus on one area—such as selection and hiring—and assess the current outcomes of your screening efforts and identify ways to improve them. Do not try to tackle everything at once.

For those of you who are further along, I suggest you proceed cautiously. Choose a specific aspect of your talent management system—perhaps recruitment sources, hiring methods, pay decisions, or promotions—and collect, code, and analyze employment-relevant data to assess how your organization is doing. Assess whether your current practices truly promote merit-based outcomes or if hidden biases, social barriers, and inefficiencies are undermining them.

I often like to stress that you do not need vast amounts of data to start benefiting from this talent-analytical approach to fostering meritocracy. Even small businesses or organizations that lack such datasets can gather meaningful insights from important qualitative methods such as interviews, focus groups, or direct observation of workplace practices and employment-related decision-making. These methods will help you collect great firsthand information about how your talent management processes are working and where your problems may lie.

No matter where you start, having a clear plan is essential. Consider the talent analytics change framework outlined in this book as you develop a data-driven strategy for embedding meritocracy into your organization’s culture and systems.

This book may be ending, but your journey toward a more equitable, effective, and meritocratic organization is just beginning.

 

For decades, the principle of advancing and rewarding individuals based on their talents and hard work—on “merit”—has been widely embraced as fair and legitimate across educational, corporate, and government organizations worldwide. Meritocracy, whether explicitly or implicitly invoked, remains a powerful ideal for those who envision a society where individuals are rewarded for their talents, initiative, and effort rather than for their class background, wealth, or demographic characteristics. Yet, many merit-driven and related talent management initiatives inside real organizations and institutions have been criticized for paradoxically reinforcing workplace inequities and sustaining biases and unfairness.

I wrote The Meritocracy Paradox not only to address these criticisms of meritocracy but also to provide research-based strategies that can identify and tackle biases, unnecessary social dynamics, and inefficiencies within talent management systems. If meritocracies are to survive and thrive, they need to be revamped and strengthened to ensure equal opportunity for everyone participating in them.

I believe this work is essential for just, fair, successful, and stable societies and institutions. The world needs truly meritocratic organizations and businesses—ones that do not merely pay lip service to fairness or meritocracy but actively combat biases and social barriers that hinder equal opportunity for all. As you go about the work of building more meritocratic people management processes in your own organization through talent analytics, remember that your efforts can contribute to a larger project as well: you are helping create a fairer world where talented and hardworking individuals of all backgrounds have the opportunity to thrive and succeed. That is work well worth doing—and truly meritorious.
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Conclusion


	I stress the word relevant because we are entering an exceptional moment in history regarding data collection and analysis using AI and many related emerging technologies. Unfortunately, I see more and more evidence of organizations collecting data that are neither relevant for the improvement of people-related processes nor collected according to any reasonable and acceptable research protocol aimed at protecting the individuals and processes involved. I further worry about privacy, surveillance, additional biases, and ethical, moral, and political issues relating to some employer efforts to collect data pertaining to their personnel if such efforts are not designed carefully. Similar concerns are being expressed in current discussions about the use of AI and other technologies in the workplace. See, for example, Roy Maurer, “SHRM Research: AI Use on the Rise, Ethics Questions Remain,” SHRM, April 24, 2022, https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/technology/pages/shrm-research-ai-use-rise-ethics-questions-remain.aspx; Roy Maurer, “HR Must Be Vigilant About the Ethical Use of AI Technology,” SHRM, September 26, 2022, https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/technology/hr-must-vigilant-ethical-use-ai-technology; Ben Dattner et al., “The Legal and Ethical Implications of Using AI in Hiring,” Harvard Business Review, April 25, 2019; Christina Pazzanese, “Great Promise but Potential for Peril,” Harvard Gazette, October 26, 2020, https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2020/10/ethical-concerns-mount-as-ai-takes-bigger-decision-making-role/; and Alex Edquist et al., “Data Ethics: What It Means and What It Takes,” McKinsey Digital, September 23, 2022, https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/data-ethics-what-it-means-and-what-it-takes.
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