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October 1, 2020 
 

To: Administrators and Members of Promotion & Tenure Committees 
 
From:  Office of the Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs 
 
Re: Implicit Bias and the Promotion and Tenure Process 
 
The University of South Dakota (USD) is dedicated to the promotion and tenure (P&T) of faculty; we are 
equally dedicated to the concepts of inclusive excellence, fairness, and transparency.  These ideals are 
fully realized when USD supports and engenders a diverse faculty body. 
 
As a first step in an ongoing process, the Office of the Provost is providing the following introductory 
guidance on implicit bias to Deans, Chairs, Administrators, and members of P&T committees.  It is 
important to critique, challenge, and improve upon the traditional systems we have in place for the P&T 
process.  As a community, we must not only be aware of our individual implicit biases, we must also 
actively combat them when engaging in evaluative processes. 
 
USD's P&T process is a meaningful avenue through which we develop and sustain the intellectual 
excellence, creativity, and scholarly reputation of our faculty and institution. It is at the same time a 
mechanism for USD to intentionally support and benefit from a diverse faculty.  Our long-term 
institutional success relies on continued efforts to retain and promote women and faculty of color that 
are practical, supportive, and enthusiastic.  If a process fails to provide equal protection to all faculty, we 
risk perpetuating a status quo of inequity and falling short of our ideals.  This is true even when bias 
enters the decision-making process unconsciously or subtly. 
 
Being aware of our own biases is critical.  A robust body of research shows the non-trivial role played by 
subconscious heuristics in the decision-making process.  Valian (1999) discusses how people hold 
unconscious stereotypes based on race, gender, ethnicity, the expectations of certain disciplines, the 
quality of certain institutions, and job descriptions.  These generalizations, in turn, influence their 
assumptions about a person's implied characteristics.  Implicit biases are usually pervasive, such as how 
both men and women hold similar expectations of gender stereotypes. 
 
In the P&T process, implicit bias against a person's gender, race, or sexuality raises issues where an 
evaluator may inadvertently discriminate against a candidate's professional research interests as well as 
their scholarly activities.  In even more egregious cases, bias can result in explicit discrimination.  A 
transparent, fair, and inclusive P&T process therefore requires that those who evaluate candidates be 
self-aware enough to identify their own implicit biases, guard against them, and ensure their colleagues 
do likewise during P&T deliberations. 
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How do these implicit biases present themselves?  Women faculty tend to spend more time on 
mentoring and service, especially in STEM fields and while in the rank of associate professor; they are 
also disproportionately asked to serve on diversity-related committees, which involves more "invisible" 
work than other committee memberships.  These demands are exacerbated when the number of 
women faculty and faculty of color is small (Farris et al., 2020).  The impact of these biases is 
compounded for a person who experiences several marginalized identities.  For example, women faculty 
of color balance responsibilities such as the pressure to be a symbolic role model for both female and 
marginalized students; increased visibility and intensified scrutiny; and isolation from collegial networks 
or a lack of departmental/institutional support. 
 
Research supports that implicit biases exist.  Farris et al. (2020) articulate such constraints as how 
students evaluate women (especially women of color) with bias and how research productivity can be 
impacted (women submit to journals at lower rates than men and they may encounter gatekeeping in 
journals with respect to gendered research interests).  Women scholars may be more likely to pursue 
applied, interdisciplinary, or community-based scholarship.  Notably, women and faculty of color may 
publish fewer papers in number—but more significant in impact—as compared to male, white 
colleagues (Rhoten & Pfirman, 2007; Demb & Wade, 2012; Duch et al., 2012).  Laursen (2014) 
summarizes:  "Women in departments with low female representation may face high formal and 
informal advising loads because women students consult them or choose them as advisors; they may be 
asked to serve on committees in well-intended but sometimes burdensome efforts to broaden 
committee representation; and they may receive more invitations to conduct outreach to members of 
underrepresented groups.  These challenges are similar in nature but even more keen for faculty of 
color" (Bellas & Toutkoushian, 1999). 
 
Bias in faculty course evaluations is particularly problematic, as this directly impacts decisions about 
promotion and tenure.  As scholars document increasing evidence that standard course evaluations are 
biased against faculty of color, there is an argument to be made for looking at teaching 
holistically.  Alternative methods for evaluating teaching (where course evaluations are not weighed as 
the primary means) include peer observations of teaching, peer reviews of course materials, student 
interviews, candidate self-appraisals, and teaching portfolios (Huston, 2006). 
 
USD faculty are evaluated with the university's mission of research, teaching, and service in mind; each 
of these pillars can be influenced by implicit bias.  With respect to research, both administrators and 
P&T committee members should recognize that characteristics like race, sexuality, or gender may affect 
the number, nature, and authorship of creative scholarship and scholarly presentations/publications 
faculty produce.  In the teaching mission of the university, administrators and P&T committee members 
should be aware of how gender and race play a role in a person's desired teaching approaches 
(especially modalities) and their chosen course topics (for example, highlighting issues of sexuality, 
gender identity, institutional racism, or privilege).  Lastly, cultural and institutional expectations 
influence the nature and number of service activities a person presents in their P&T packet, even when 
these additional duties are not explicitly demanded by their position. 
 
For further discussion on minimizing implicit bias during the promotion and tenure process by 
administrators or committee members, please consult the additional resources listed below. 
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For Further Watching and Reading 
 
Questions to Consider during Promotion & Tenure Review Processes 
https://www.rit.edu/nsfadvance/assets/pdf/promotionandtenureworkshopunconsciousbiashandout%2
030nov2016.pdf 
 
Project Implicit, Implicit Association Test, Harvard University 
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html 
see especially the Gender-Science, Gender-Career, and Sexuality tests 
 
AdvanceRIT Project Resources on Career Success and Benchmarking 
http://nsfadvance.rit.edu 
see especially "Unconscious Bias Education" 
 
Matthew, Patricia.  (2016).  Written / Unwritten:  Diversity and the Hidden Truths of Tenure.  Chapel 
Hill:  The University of North Carolina Press 
https://uncpress.org/book/9781469627717/writtenunwritten/ 
copies are available from the Office for Diversity; Slagle 304B 
 
VIDEO:  Facebook, Managing Unconscious Bias 
https://managingbias.fb.com/ 
 
VIDEO:  The Impact of Implicit Bias from Ohio State University, Part 1 Bias and Schemas 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UZHxFU7TYo4&feature=plcp 
 
VIDEO:  Unconscious Bias and Why It Matters For Women & Tech 
http://www.ncwit.org/resources/unconscious-bias-and-why-it-matters-women-and-tech 
 
VIDEO:  AAMC, "What You Don’t Know:  The Science of Unconscious Bias and What To Do About It in the 
Search and Recruitment Process" 
https://surveys.aamc.org/se.ashx?s=7C7E87CB561EC358 
requires a brief registration before taken to the video presentation 
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This document and additional resources adapted from information provided by 
1. The StratEGIC Toolkit (Laursen, et al.; 2014) 
https://www.colorado.edu/eer/sites/default/files/attached-files/6 tenurepromotionbrief123015.pdf 
2. AdvanceRIT "Questions to Consider during Promotion & Tenure Review Processes" (2016) 
https://www.rit.edu/nsfadvance/assets/pdf/promotionandtenureworkshopunconsciousbiashandout%2030nov2016.pdf 


