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Addressing Biased Language in Performance Reviews 
Performance reviews provide a forum for performance development discussions, checking in on goals and to foster employee advancement and satisfaction. They can influence an employee's perception of their value, capabilities, and areas of growth. Organizational leaders often use performance review records to monitor an individual's career potential and inform salary increases. As such, it's essential these assessments be clear, objective, and as unbiased as possible.  
One of the easiest ways to increase the fairness and effectiveness of performance reviews, while ensuring your overall feedback stays constructive, is through the language you use. The nuances of language can either uplift an employee, fostering a sense of belonging and motivation, or inadvertently perpetuate biases and misconceptions. In this document, we will discuss how to monitor and mitigate biases in your performance review language, along with providing examples of biased language, the context for why it can be problematic and suggestions for alternative words.  

Common Biased Language 
Some words and phrases carry nuances that shift how they may be interpreted by listeners in ways the speaker did not intend. These coded meanings often stem from historically biased systems, societal attitudes, and stereotypes, even if unintentionally so (Kea-Edwards et al., 2023). Understanding the context and history of the terms you are using in performance reviews can help you avoid sending unintended messages.  
Use the chart below to help you recognize and avoid common biased terms you may be using in your performance reviews.   
	
	
	

	Biased Language
	Context
	Neutral/Positive Language

	Bossy
	Sexist adjective typically used to describe women when they assert themselves or are in leadership positions.   
	Decisive, assertive, confident, strong leader, ambitious

	Aggressive
	Tone policing rooted in racism/sexism. This word is often used to describe a person of colour, especially a Black woman, when they express emotion or point out discrimination.  
	Passionate, assertive, direct, decisive. Possible opportunity to avoid labelling words and instead provide an example of the behaviour and its impact.

	Loud/feisty
	Rooted in racism/sexism. These words are often negatively used to describe a person of colour, especially Black and Latinx women, when they express emotion. 

	Confident, direct

	Angry
	Tone policing. This word is often used to describe a person of colour, especially Black women, when they express emotion. 2SLGBTQI women and women with disabilities are more likely to have colleagues say they “look mad” or “should smile more” (LeanIn, McKinsey & Company, 2022). 

	Focused, assertive. Possible opportunity to avoid labelling words and instead provide an example of the behaviour and its impact.

	Unprofessional
	What is considered “professional” is typically centred around heteronormative, Western, and Eurocentric standards. Calling equity-denied employees unprofessional can be a poorly veiled way of punishing them for not conforming to these cultural expectations. As an example, a study of American workplaces found 59% of non-LGBTQ workers think that it is unprofessional to talk about sexual orientation and gender identity in the workplace (HRC, 2018). 

	Possible opportunity to avoid labelling words and instead provide an example of the behaviour and its impact. Carefully consider one’s definition of “professional”.

	Articulate
	Rooted in racism when used to describe a person of colour, especially a Black person. It perpetuates a bias that people of colour aren’t, or are not usually, well-spoken. The message conveyed, whether intentional or not, is: “It’s unusual/surprising to me that someone of your race is intelligent”.  

	Invokes leadership, powerful

	Opinionated
	Women are 7x more likely to be described as opinionated at work than men (Textio, 2022). 
	Earnest, confident, powerful, ambitious

	Selfish
	Women are more likely to be described as selfish, especially when they set boundaries at work. 
	Strong professional boundaries, good time management. Possible opportunity to avoid labelling words and instead provide an example of the behaviour and its impact. 

	Intimidating 
	Rooted in racism/sexism, this word is often used to describe a person of colour, especially a Black woman, perpetuating a stereotype that people of colour are scary.  

	Assertive, confident, passionate, powerful, strong leadership skills 

	Submissive/amenable/ meek 
	When used to describe women and/or equity-denied folks, these words can perpetuate the stereotypes of the model minority myth. They also suggest this employee is not suited for leadership, which can impact their career progression.  
	Attentive, thoughtful, respectful of process, receptive  

	Rude/abrasive/mean 
	Equity-denied employees, especially women and Autistic people, tend to be labelled as rude or mean. One study found women were 11x more likely to be described as “abrasive” at work than men (Textio, 2022).   
	Direct. Possible opportunity to avoid labelling words and instead provide an example of the behaviour and its impact.  



Avoiding biased language is a great starting point in the journey towards more inclusive performance reviews. However, language is only the beginning. To continue learning, here are some of our 50-30 resources:
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