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Overweight employees are viewed as lazy, slow, inactive, and even incapable. Even if

such attributes are false, this perspective can seriously undermine others’ evaluation of

their work performance. The current study explores a broader phenomenon of weight

bias that has an effect on weight change. In a longitudinal study with a time lag of 6

months, we surveyed 226 supervisor-employee dyads. We found supervisor perceptions

of employee weight change notably altered their evaluation of the employee performance

from Time 1, especially following low vs. high Time-1 performance evaluation. Meanwhile,

the moderating effects among different levels of supervisor anti-fat bias functioned

as boundary conditions for such performance evaluation alteration. In particular, the

interaction between the Time-1 performance evaluation and the impact of supervisor

perception of employee weight change on the Time-2 performance evaluation was

significant only if supervisors held a stronger anti-fat bias.

Keywords: weight bias, weight change, anti-fat bias, phase-shifting perspective, performance evaluation

INTRODUCTION

Bias seems ubiquitous in the workplace (Rattan and Dweck, 2018). Each employee’s negatively
stereotyped characteristics, such as sexuality, ethnicity, skin color, age, disability, and even body
weight, can incite mistreatment (Dovidio, 2010). Despite the difficulty inherent in overcoming bias,
evidence in the last decade has indicated positive and encouraging progress in alleviating nearly all
forms of bias (Colella et al., 2017). Nonetheless, progress in one of the most pervasive forms of
bias, namely, weight bias, appears to be stalled (Täuber et al., 2018). For instance, a recent study
involving 4.4 million implicit association tests (IATs) from online U.S. participants over 10 years
(from 2007 to 2016) revealed that implicit attitudes on sexuality, ethnicity, skin color, age, and
disability had shifted toward neutrality; however, the weight bias had shifted in a negative manner
(Charlesworth and Banaji, 2019). Indeed, abundant anecdotal evidence confirms the continued
existence of workplace weight bias. Such bias is usually designated with various terms in the world
media, such as “fat chance” in the Harvard Business Review (Fryer and Kirby, 2005), “fat shaming”
in the New York Times (Kolata, 2016), “obesity discrimination” in the BBC News (Szrodecki, 2018),
“size ceiling” in the Guardian (Van der Zee, 2017), and “weight-ism” in the ABC News (Dye, 2008).
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Despite the increasing likelihood of experiencing weight-
based discrimination, people are undeniably becoming
progressively heavier. Statistics show that the obesity and
overweight rates in U.S. adults with income of more than $15,000
per year are 32.63 and 35.10%, respectively and the situation will
become worse in the coming decade (Center for Disease Control
Prevention, 2019). Overweight working adults are more likely
to be victims of weight discrimination and bias partly because
of a lack of weight-related anti-discrimination legislation. For
example, only one U.S. state prohibits discrimination based
on weight1. Justifying the need for such anti-discrimination
policy, Sassi (2010) found that obese employees are paid 10
percent less than non-obese employees, even whilst carrying out
the same tasks and holding equivalent positions. As such, the
scientific view toward workplace weight bias and discrimination
is necessary and urgent. However, organizational research on
weight bias has lagged far behind. For instance, recent meta-
analysis studies on different forms of workplace bias found the
research attention on weight bias in traditional organizational
journals is quite limited (Dhanani et al., 2018). Unsurprisingly,
Brownell et al. (2005) also argued that organizational research
on weight bias is considerably underdeveloped given the
striking prevalence of weight bias and the severity of
its consequences.

The current study aims to direct increasing attention
toward and promote understanding of weight-related bias in
the workplace. We posit that workplace weight bias may be
considerably more rampant than the current research would
suggest. In particular, the targets of weight bias may not be
limited to individuals who are presently overweight. Those who
have altered their weight can also be “victims” of such bias.
Because one’s body weight can change (Thomas et al., 2011),
weight bias should encompass the effect on weight change.
Nevertheless, weight bias remains primarily operationalized as
the significant main effect of an individual’s current weight on
how others evaluate their qualifications or job performance when
all other qualities are controlled (Rudolph et al., 2009). This
prevalent fixed-characteristic paradigm for examining workplace
weight bias seems to have largely neglected the changing
state of one’s weight (i.e., weight loss, maintaining the same
weight, and weight gain), and such a situation may lead to an
underestimation of the scope and consequence of weight bias in
the organizational view (King et al., 2005; Levine and Schweitzer,
2015). In particular, research has established that more recent
information may take a more important role in predicting one’s
evaluations than older information (Sharif and Oppenheimer,
2016). As such, weight change may transcend weight in forming
supervisors’ evaluations. However, previous research seems to
have largely neglected such possibilities, which may lead to
incomplete conclusions about weight bias.

1Michigan’s Elliott Larsen Act: 37.2102 Recognition and declaration of civil right.

Sec. 102. (1) The opportunity to obtain employment, housing, and other real

estate, and the full and equal utilization of public accommodations, public service,

and educational facilities without discrimination because of religion, race, color,

national origin, age, sex, height, weight, familial status, or marital status as

prohibited by this act, is recognized and declared to be a civil right.

Indeed, an individual’s weight is never fixed. Research revealed
that employees’ BMI rankings could change rapidly (from
underweight, normal weight, overweight, obesity, to extreme
obesity; WHO, 2004) in as short a window as several months
(Bhutani et al., 2017). However, the theoretical foundation of the
effect of weight change on biased evaluation remains inchoate
because of limited research attention. Such scarcity arises as
previous research on bias and discrimination exclusively focused
on fixed characteristics and rarely considered the changeable
ones (Howard, 2008; Granberg, 2011). Many major forms of bias
are attached to characteristics that are recognized as innate and
usually permanent (e.g., race, gender, and skin tone). Therefore,
some changeable characteristics may be regarded as less relevant
to their constant counterparts. This situation likely contributes to
the lack of attention to this topic. Nevertheless, certain forms of
bias are directed toward characteristics thatmay not be fixed (e.g.,
alcohol addiction and being overweight). If the characteristic
targeted by bias is changeable, individuals may aggravate or
alleviate the bias, thereby changing others’ evaluation of them
(Biernacki, 1986). Being overweight is such a typical “changeable”
characteristic (Blaine et al., 2002). Accordingly, an individual’s
weight change is highly likely to affect others’ perception,
cognition, and especially evaluation in terms of weight bias. But
the perspective that facilitates our understanding of why and
when the employee (observee) actual weight change can affect
supervisor (observer) evaluation of them due to weight bias is
still missing.

WEIGHT CHANGE AND WEIGHT BIAS: A
PHASE-SHIFTING PERSPECTIVE

A systematic understanding of the role of weight change in
workplace weight bias (i.e., in biasing performance evaluation)
begs several questions. Will an individual’s performance
evaluation, which may presently be unaffected by weight bias,
be subsequently undermined following weight gain? Will an
individuals’ performance evaluation, which is currently subject to
weight bias, subsequently improve due to weight loss? To answer
these questions, this study adopts a phase-shifting perspective
(Soenen et al., 2017; Stouten et al., 2018).

Generated from heuristic theories (Proudfoot and Lind,
2015; Audrey Korsgaard et al., 2018), the phase-shifting
perspective posits that an alteration of a previous evaluation
condition can induce observers to reevaluate the new condition
and modify their previous evaluation (Lind, 2001). A new
evaluation remains relatively stable until another change
occurs (Proudfoot and Lind, 2015). However, when any
such change happens, observers must perceive the change
before they can shift their evaluation. Such perception is
a prerequisite for the commencement of a new evaluation
phase, during which a prior evaluation is likely to be
modified and observers process the change of the condition
to generate a novel evaluation or modify the previous one
(Jones and Skarlicki, 2013). Because different individuals
can uniquely process the same change (Gawronski and
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Bodenhausen, 2006; Audrey Korsgaard et al., 2018), such
change-related information-processing may lead to remarkably
distinct evaluation alteration consequences. Following such logic,
employee (observee) actual weight change may not necessarily
alter supervisor (observer) performance evaluations, whereas
supervisor perception of whether a weight change has transpired
would cause such modifications. That is, to alter supervisor
performance evaluations, their perception of weight change
should be more proximal than actual weight change. Meanwhile,
the supervisors’ individual differences that shape how they
process such weight change should also be considered an
important moderation mechanism.

In particular, this perspective offers two advantages. First,
it highlights the importance of perception (Lind, 2001). In
particular, an actual change requires the observers to perceive
it before it can influence them (Soenen et al., 2017). Lind
(2001) proposed that the perception of change is defined
as the apprehension of a certain change that can trigger
one to reevaluate circumstances. Pashler (1988) described the
perception of change as individuals detecting whether a change
has occurred. Similarly, Audrey Korsgaard et al. (2018) explained
the perception of change as an individual’s sense of a change
transpiring. When applied to the weight-change context, we
argue that perception of change refers to whether the observer
thinks the observees changed their weight. Such perception
should contain three possibilities, namely, perceiving a weight
loss, a weight gain, and no change. Each possibility may
lead to different reactions from the observer. Levine and
Schweitzer (2015) suggested weight loss is associated with
an increased evaluation of competence and self-discipline.
By contrast, Jackson et al. (2014) argued that individuals
experience more discrimination and stigmatization after gaining
weight. Thus, the perception of weight change should be more
proximal than the actual weight change in driving the observers’
reevaluation process.

Second, the phase-shifting perception also emphasizes the
crucial role of the observers’ reaction to the change. When a
change occurs, individuals process change-related information
to create or revise a previous evaluation (Lind, 2001). One’s
pre-dispositioned bias toward/against the change can play an
important role during such information-processing. Specifically,
pre-dispositioned bias can crucially affect information-
processing, because people typically prefer information that
supports their bias to information that challenges it (Hart et al.,
2009). Taber and Lodge (2006) found that when individuals
holding a specific bias encounter bias-inconsistent information,
they try to discredit such information. In the case of weight
change, different individuals can have different interpretations
of weight-change information due to their prior bias regarding
overweight people (i.e., anti-fat bias; Schwartz et al., 2006). For
example, people who think weight loss after being overweight
indicates self-discipline and self-control may believe weight loss
means a change in one’s attributes as well (Blaine et al., 2002).
Consequently, they will revise (alleviate) their previously biased
evaluation. Other individuals may think being overweight is
unrelated to one’s attributes, and they will regard a weight change
as irrelevant information and their evaluation will remain the

same. Therefore, we examine whether anti-fat bias can influence
supervisors’ reaction to employee weight change when making
performance evaluations.

By drawing upon this phase-shifting perspective of weight
change, we offer an overarching framework for understanding
and predicting supervisors’ response to employee weight change
(i.e., weight loss, weight gain, or no change) in terms of
performance evaluation. As such, this study contributes to the
literature in three ways. First, we enhance the weight-bias
research by introducing the analysis of weight change into the
current fixed-characteristic research paradigm. By following the
phase-shifting perspective (Lind, 2001; Proudfoot and Lind,
2015), we are among the first to identify the important role of
weight change in altering others’ evaluation. Meanwhile, we find
that supervisor perception of employee weight change is more
proximal than the actual employee weight change in shaping
the supervisor evaluation alteration of employee performance.
Second, by considering the moderating role of supervisor anti-
fat bias in determining the consequences of their perception of
employee weight change, this work also contributes to the phase-
shifting perception, such that we explore how individuals’ biases
can affect the evaluation process. Third, our research also adds to
the performance-evaluation literature by identifying the factors
that lead to performance evaluation alterations, or, in another
sense, moderate the link between performance evaluations from
two different time points. This work establishes the role of
employee physical change between the two time points. In
particular, employee weight change (or, in a broader sense, their
appearance change) is a possible conditional change that affects
performance evaluation alteration. That finding may be explored
further in future performance evaluation research.

ARGUMENT AND HYPOTHESIS

Effect of Perception of Weight Change on
Performance-Evaluation Alteration
Performance evaluation is one of the most important workplace
outcomes that may be influenced by weight. Bernardin et al.
(2016) suggested performance evaluations are particularly
susceptible to the effects of stereotypes and bias (see also
Moers, 2005). Advancing this line of research, we first posit that
supervisor perception of employee weight change may moderate
the relationship between prior-change (Time 1) and post-change
(Time 2) performance evaluations. When supervisors do not
perceive an employee weight change (even if such change
occurred), the original and later performance evaluations should
largely remain the same. Therefore, prior-change performance
evaluation (Time 1) should be associated with the subsequent
(Time 2) evaluation. The situation may differ if supervisors
perceive a weight change. In this case, supervisors consider
the information brought about by the weight change, and
can potentially update their Time-1 performance evaluation,
tempering the relationship between the Time-1 and Time-
2 evaluations.

We argue such potentiality is determined by the supervisor
existing evaluation of employee Time-1 performance. That
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is, the evaluations of low-performance employees in Time
1 are more likely to be affected by a weight change, as
previous studies indicate that clearly excellent qualifications and
performance evaluation may overcome the negative bias that
appears to be frequently associated with weight (McKee and
Smouse, 1983; Klesges et al., 1990). In the same vein, Heilman
et al. (1997) also found that clear information about prior
successful performance may overcome a certain degree of bias
in evaluation-making. Nieminen et al. (2013) proposed that
positive past performance activates the process of individuation;
hence, specific information (i.e., past performance information)
may lead the observer to view an overweight employee in
a non-stereotyped manner. However, employees with inferior
qualifications and performance are more likely to experience
bias if they are overweight. Gaertner and Dovidio (2000) found
evidence of discrimination against job applicants with marginal
credentials but not against those with clearly strong credentials.
Aversive theory holds (Gaertner and Dovidio, 1986) that low
performance or qualifications can aggravate the negative effect
of weight bias, because a negative performance history can
reinforce observers’ biased evaluations of overweight ratees
(Steiner and Rain, 1989; Salvemini et al., 1993). Thus, even
when a supervisor perceives an employee’s weight change, that
employee Time-1 performance evaluation should also play a
role in determining how the supervisor updates the Time-2
performance evaluation; that is, Time-2 performance evaluation
is more likely to be revised for employees with low Time-1
performance evaluation. Conversely, employees with high Time-
1 performance evaluation can be immune or less alert to the new
weight-change information.

In addition to the determining role of Time-1 performance
evaluation, the moderation effect of weight loss vs. weight gain
change perception can be different. Such a difference should be
examined because weight loss and weight gain signal different
employee attributes, thereby leading to dissimilar evaluative
consequences (Jackson et al., 2014; Levine and Schweitzer,
2015). For instance, losing weight usually signals self-control,
re-established competence, and improved popularity and ability
(Fardouly and Vartanian, 2012). On the other hand, gaining
weight signals laziness, a lack of self-discipline, unattractiveness,
social ineptness, lack of cooperation, and low intellect (Madey
and Ondrus, 1999). Thus, according to the phase-shifting
perspective (Lind, 2001), supervisors who perceive a weight
change will consider the new information generated by the
change when revising their previous evaluations. Given that
weight gain and weight loss produce different information, the
way in which the supervisors revise their previous evaluations
should also differ.

Specifically, if supervisors perceive employee weight loss,
they may believe such employees have improved in terms of
self-control, competence, and ability (Fardouly and Vartanian,
2012). These attributes are especially effective for employees
with low Time-1 performance evaluation. Accordingly, low
Time-1 performance evaluation can be alleviated by Time
2 due to the positive information brought about by weight
loss. However, for employees with high Time-1 performance
evaluation, the beneficial information from weight loss will be

less effective, because high-performer evaluation ismore immune
to weight bias (Gaertner and Dovidio, 2000; Nieminen et al.,
2013). Therefore, the association between Time-1 and Time-
2 performance evaluations is weakened in cases of weight loss
compared to cases with no new weight-change perception.

Conversely, if supervisors perceive employee weight gain, the
consequence can be dissimilar. Not only are employees with
low Time-1 performance evaluation more vulnerable to weight
bias (Nieminen et al., 2013), but their past low-performance
evaluation information can be used as justification for their
supervisors’ weight bias (Salvemini et al., 1993). As employees
gain more weight, supervisors can regard them as less motivated
(Larkin and Pines, 1979) and less competent (Levine and
Schweitzer, 2015). On the one hand, if supervisors believe
that weight gain employees lack motivation, which directs
particular behavior toward achieving a specific goal (Sansone
and Harackiewicz, 2000), then they are likely to believe that
weight gain employees would perform worse in their work
(Taghipour and Dejban, 2013). On the other hand, competence-
related negative judgments are likely to prevent supervisors
from giving credits to these employees (Bento et al., 2012).
That is, supervisors are likely to undermine these employees’
contributions and overstate their responsibility for failures
because of the perceived competence change. Thus, supervisors
can punish them with even lower performance evaluations.
Weight-gain information for employees with high Time-1
performance evaluation can be less relevant, because their past
positive performance information can make supervisors evaluate
them in a non-stereotyped manner (Nieminen et al., 2013).
Their high Time-1 performance evaluation may stay similar
because only weight-based information (which is considered
less relevant) is introduced at Time 2. In sum, low Time-
1 performance evaluation may lead to an even lower Time-
2 performance evaluation, and a high Time-1 performance
evaluation may be retained at Time 2. Therefore, the association
between Time-1 and Time-2 performance evaluations may be
enhanced in cases with weight gain compared with situations
in which supervisors perceive no weight change. Given such
evidence, we propose the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1: Supervisor perception of employee weight change
moderates the positive relationship between Time-1 and Time-
2 performance evaluations to these employees. Specifically,
supervisor perception of weight gain would enhance the positive
relationship, whereas perception of weight loss wouldmitigate it.

We also hypothesize a relationship between employee actual
weight change and supervisor perception of it. Such a
relationship is important in relation to the phase-shifting
perspective (Lind, 2001), because people can be blind to
seemingly obvious changes (for reviews, see Simons and Rensink,
2005). The change size or magnitude is a commonly examined
factor that influences whether one can perceive an actual change
(Stolz and Jolicoeur, 2004; Vierck and Kiesel, 2008). In a similar
vein, Strack and Deutsch (2004) argued that change intensity
plays a major role in the activation of the perception of a change.
In our case, the magnitude of employee weight change, or more
precisely, the body type change, should be the key to trigger their
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supervisor perception of the weight change. That is, the actual
and perceived weight change should be significantly related to
each other.

To better capture the body type change, we introduced the
concept of BMI for two reasons. First, BMI, which was brought
up by Belgian scientist Lambert Adolphe Jacques Quetelet, is
the most commonly used measure of body type (Judge and
Cable, 2011), and prior research has proved the relationship
between each BMI category and different body types (e.g., Bulik
et al., 2001). Second, BMI is an algebraic combination of height
and weight. Height is necessary to take into account, since the
effects of weight change on varying body types fundamentally
depends on height. Therefore, BMI change is more observable
and comparable between persons than actual weight change.
Thus, we present the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2: Employee weight change, measured by BMI
change, from Time 1 to Time 2 is significantly related to their
supervisor perception of their weight change at Time 2.

Anti-fat Bias as an Important Boundary
Condition
Although weight bias seems pervasive and universal, some
individuals can have less negative attitudes and stereotypes
toward overweight persons and do not think of being overweight
as a disadvantage. Anti-fat bias is the variable that measures such
attitude and cognition. Schwartz et al. (2006) defined anti-fat bias
as the negative attitude or stereotype one holds for overweight
persons, such as considering them lazy, unmotivated, and less
preferable (see also, Agerström and Rooth, 2011; Fontana et al.,
2017). Research has consistently demonstrated that anti-fat bias
can vary widely among individuals (Devine, 1989; Newheiser
and Dovidio, 2012), such that people with a lower level of
weight bias should be less negative against overweight persons
and give them a less negative evaluation (Merritt et al., 2018).
Accordingly, we propose that the level of weight bias supervisors
hold can moderate their undermining in evaluating overweight
employees’ performance.

Literature on individual differences regarding weight bias
presents strong empirical and theoretical support for the
moderating role of anti-fat bias (e.g., Roehling et al., 2013).
Devine (1989) found that participants with a strong anti-fat bias
provide lower evaluations of targets with a characteristic that
matches the bias, whereas participants who do not have such
a bias do not provide biased evaluations of the same targets.
Similarly, Agerström and Rooth (2011) demonstrated that only
managers with anti-fat bias are less likely to invite an overweight
job applicant for an interview; however, the case differs for a
normal-weight counterpart. In terms of performance evaluation,
Rudolph et al. (2012) experimentally confirmed that observers
without anti-fat bias do not give lower performance evaluations
to overweight ratees.

We, therefore, propose that the moderating role of the
supervisor perception of employee weight change varies
across supervisors with different levels of anti-fat bias. We
base our logic on the speculation that supervisor anti-fat bias
can shape their reactions to employee weight change. When

individuals hold strong anti-fat bias, they are more likely to
assign negative attributes (e.g., incompetence, emotionality,
and self-indulgence) to overweight employees (Silverstein et al.,
1986; Agerström and Rooth, 2011). Naturally, when perceiving
employee weight change, these supervisors with strong anti-fat
bias may be more likely to react to weight change, thereby
resulting in performance-evaluation alteration from Time
1 to Time 2. By contrast, supervisors with low anti-fat bias
can consider employee weight change as less relevant when
perceiving such change, because they do not believe weight is
related to one’s characteristics (Rudolph et al., 2012), thereby
resulting in no additional performance-evaluation alteration
from Time 1 to Time 2. In other words, the perception of
employee weight change may be more influential for employee
performance— evaluation change when their supervisors
have strong anti-fat bias. Consequently, we propose the
following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3: Supervisor anti-fat bias moderates the interaction
between their perception of employee weight change and their
Time-1 performance evaluation of such employees on Time
2 performance evaluation, such that the moderating effect
should be stronger when the supervisors hold a stronger
anti-fat bias.

RESEARCH CONTEXT

Sample and Procedure
We conducted a two-wave survey study with supervisor-
employee dyads over 6 months to test our hypotheses.
Participants were from three Chinese manufacturing
organizations in the southeast. The human resource (HR)
departments in these organizations helped recruit participants,
through which we contacted 266 supervisor-employee dyads for
the study. We conducted paper-and-pencil surveys twice with
each participant within an interval of 6 months. In the Time-1
surveys, employees were asked to report their weight, height,
and demographics. Given the relatively sensitive information,
we gained participants’ consent prior to sending the survey.
We carefully explained the research nature, purpose, and
liability issues to each participant, and guaranteed them that the
survey would be transformed into data without any personal
information. To avoid the “good-subject effect” (Nichols and
Maner, 2008), we intentionally misstated our research purpose as
a study of weight change during job transition. At the same time,
we asked the supervisors to complete the Time-1 supervisor
surveys, in which they reported their performance evaluation of
the employee, their anti-fat bias, and demographics. Six months
later, both the Time-2 employee surveys and Time-2 supervisor
surveys were conducted. Employees were asked to report their
weight again and supervisors provided their new performance
evaluation of the employees and their perception of the employee
weight change.

Our final sample consisted of 226 employee-supervisor dyads.
For employees, the average age was 23.99 years old (SD = 2.95),
81% were male, and the average years of education were 16.23
years (SD = 1.82). For supervisors, the average age was 33.73

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 5 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 679802

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Ji et al. Weight Change and Performance Evaluation

years old (SD = 7.96), 88% were male, and the average years of
education were 15.84 years (SD= 1.72).

Measures
Supervisor Anti-fat Bias (Time 1)
We adopted Schwartz et al.’s (2006) three-item scale to
measure the supervisors’ explicit attitudes and stereotyping
toward being overweight. The three items, rated on a 7-
point scale (1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree), were “I
strongly prefer thin people to fat people” (attitude), “I strongly
believe that thin people are more motivated than fat people”
(stereotype), and “I strongly believe that fat people are lazier
than thin people” (stereotype). The reliability score for this scale
was 0.92.

Employee BMI Change (Time 1 and 2)
As suggested by previous research, utilizing BMI rather than
weight alone provides a more comprehensive meaning for the
concept of “weight” and a way to compare different individuals’
body sizes (WHO, 2004). While the BMI calculation is not a
perfect measurement and carries overestimation of body fat, it
has been established as a simple, non-invasive indicator of weight
measures in most people (Renehan et al., 2008; Chen et al., 2010).
As such, in this study, we adopted BMI change to indicate actual
weight change. BMI was calculated based on each employee’s
weight (W) and height (H): BMI = W

H2 kg/m2 (Renehan et al.,

2008)2. At Time 1, employees were asked to report their
weight and height. At Time 2, employees were again asked to
report their weight. A higher value indicates a bigger increase
in weight3.

Supervisor Perception of Employee Weight Change

(Time 2)
Conceptually, Lind’s (2001) description of perceptions of change
reflects discrete states, because the observer either does or does
not perceive the change. This description is consistent with our
definition of the perception of weight change containing three
states, namely, perception of weight gain, no weight change, or
weight loss. In previous change-detection research, participants
were simply asked whether change occurred (e.g., Pashler, 1988;
Tovey and Herdman, 2014; Soenen et al., 2017). Following this
line of research, we treated the three weight-changing states
as discrete. Supervisors were directly asked, “Do you think
the employee you supervised has changed his or her weight
significantly or not within the last 6 months?” We coded weight
gain as −1, no weight change as 0, and weight loss as 1.
Such a coding method was based on our hypotheses that a
moderating-effect ranking exists from negative effect (weight

2Since self-report height and weight were adopted to cultivate BMI, there could be

a self-report bias (Elgar and Stewart, 2008). The self-report BMI is 1.16 smaller than

the measured BMI based on a large study conducted by Elgar and Stewart (2008).
3Using change scores that are generated by subtracting baseline scores from final

scores can lead to incorrect conclusions because they are likely tomiss out themain

effects of the variables (Cronbach and Furby, 1970). Therefore, we followed the

instructions and analysis procedures of previous research (Cronbach and Furby,

1970; Maxwell and Howard, 1981; Wang, 2007; Bodner and Bliese, 2018; Parke

et al., 2020) to control the Time-1 employee BMI when testing the effects of

employee weight change.

gain), to no effect (no weight change), and to positive effect
(weight loss).

Performance Evaluation (Times 1 and 2)
Supervisors rated each employee’s performance at Time 1 and
Time 2 (6 months later) using Farh and Cheng’s (1997) four-
item scale of task performance. We selected this scale for its
wide adoption in Chinese employee samples (e.g., Brockner
et al., 2001; Law et al., 2004; Chen and Aryee, 2007; Gong
et al., 2009; Chen et al., 2013; Carter and Mossholder, 2015;
Schaubroeck et al., 2017). Farh and Cheng (1997) verified the
criterion validity of this scale by performing a regression of
supervisor-rated employee performance on employee objective
sale performance (correlation coefficient = 0.38, p < 0.01)4.
The discriminant validity of this scale has also been verified
by previous research, suggesting the performance evaluation
measure by the four-item scale is distinct from related constructs,
such as supervisor-rated job dedication (Liu et al., 2013),
organizational citizenship behavior (Chen et al., 2013), and
employee creativity (Gong et al., 2009). Sample items, rated
on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree),
include “This employee makes an important contribution to the
overall performance of our work unit” and “The performance
of this employee always meets my requirements/expectations.”
The Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was 0.85 for Time 1 and 0.93
for Time 2.

Control Variables5

We controlled for several variables, including two dummies
indicating two comparisons between three organizations,
supervisors’ sex (1 = male, 0 = female), age, and education
years, as well as employees’ sex (1 = male, 0 = female), age,
and education years, because these demographics have been
found to influence supervisor-rated employee performance
(Djurdjevic and Wheeler, 2014). In addition, we controlled
for sex similarity between the supervisors and employees (1 =

same sex, 0 = different sex), as well as supervisor perception
of similarity with the employees, because demographic and
perception of similarity can influence supervisor-rated employee
performance (Tepper et al., 2011). To measure the supervisor
perception of similarity, we adopted the six-item scale from
Liden et al. (1993), rating the items on a 7-point scale (1 =

strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). One sample item in this
scale is “My employee and I are similar in terms of our outlook,
perspective, and values.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.91. We also
controlled for the interaction frequency between supervisors
and employees to rule out the possibility that familiarity can
increase performance evaluation (Reichers, 1987). We used one
item from Anderson and West (1998) to measure whether the
supervisors frequently interacted with the employees, by asking
“How often do you interact with this employee while at work?”
(1 = not at all, 7 = very often). Lastly, we controlled for the

4To give a more general picture of the relationship between supervisor-rated

employee performance and employee objective performance in different studies

using different scales, the meta-analysis showed that the overall mean corrected

correlation between the two can be 0.45 (Rich et al., 1999).
5The pattern of results stayed identical after omitting the controls.
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FIGURE 1 | The confirmatory factor analysis. I, item; e, error variance; λ, factor loading; COV, latent factor covariance; similar, supervisor perception of similarity; bias,

supervisor anti-fat bias; T, Time; perf, performance evaluation; T1–T2 perf, combination of Time-1 and Time-2 performance evaluation; similar–bias, combination of

supervisor perception of similarity and supervisor anti-fat bias; χ2, Chi-square Values; df, Degree of Freedom; SRMR, Standardized Root Mean Square Residual; TLI,

Tucker–Lewis Index; CFI, Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation.

employees’ original BMI at Time 1 as employees’ original body
type is likely to affect supervisor-rated employee performance
(Levine and Schweitzer, 2015), which also avoided possible
problems of using change scores (Cronbach and Furby, 1970;
Maxwell and Howard, 1981; Wang, 2007; Bodner and Bliese,
2018; Parke et al., 2020).

ANALYTICAL STRATEGIES

We first conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) using

Mplus 8.0 to validate the distinctiveness of the multi-item

variables in our research model. Four latent constructs were
involved in the analysis: supervisor perception of similarity,
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FIGURE 2 | The moderating effect of supervisor perception of employee weight change on the relationship between Time 1 performance evaluation and Time 2

performance evaluation.

supervisor anti-fat bias, Time-1 performance evaluation, and
Time-2 performance evaluation. We derived the conventional
chi-square-based fit indexes, including standardized root mean
square residual (SRMR), comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker–
Lewis index (TLI), and root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), and illustrated the estimated models in Figure 1.

We then tested all the hypotheses using SPSS 23.0. First,
to examine the hypothesized moderating effect of supervisor
perception of weight change (Hypothesis 1), we performed an
ordinary least squares (OLS) regression on Time-2 performance
evaluation by entering the main effects (Time-1 performance
evaluation and supervisor perception of weight change), the
two-way interaction, and the control variables, with predictors
centered around their respective means (Aguinis, 1995).
Following the recommendation of Dawson and Richter (2006),
we applied slope difference tests to confirm the slopes of the
regression lines are significantly different. Both results were
reported in the texts. Consistent with the recommendation of
Cohen et al. (2013), we plotted regression lines at three different
perceptions of weight change (weight gain = −1, no weight-
change = 0, weight loss = 1) in Figure 2 to illustrate the
interaction effects.

We subsequently tested whether employee actual weight
(BMI) change is significantly related to supervisor perception of
weight change (Hypothesis 2) by running an OLS regression on
supervisor perception of weight change with predictors including
employee actual weight change and control variables. The results
were presented in Table 3.

Finally, we investigated the hypothesized three-way
interacting effects of Time-1 performance evaluation, supervisor
perception of weight change, and supervisor anti-fat bias on
Time-2 performance evaluation (Hypothesis 3). We ran an
OLS regression on Time-2 performance evaluation by entering
the main effects (Time-1 performance evaluation, supervisor
perception of weight change, and supervisor anti-fat bias), the
three two-way interactions, the three-way interaction, and the
control variables. Results are shown in Table 3. Following the
recommendations of Aguinis (1995), predictors were centered

before performing regression analyses. Consistent with the
recommendation of Cohen et al. (2013), we plotted regression
lines at high, mean, and low levels of supervisor anti-fat bias
(Mean ± 1 SD) in Figure 3 to facilitate the interpretation of the
interaction effects.

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
To verify the variables measured in our research captured
separate constructs, we conducted confirmatory factor
analyses. As shown in Figure 1, the four-factor model (e.g.,
supervisor perceived similarity, supervisor anti-fat bias, Time-1
performance evaluation, and Time-2 performance evaluation)
not only fit the data fairly (χ2 [df = 113] = 331.34, p < 0.01,
SRMR = 0.06, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.91; RMSEA = 0.09) but was
also better than a few alternative three-factor models. Examples
of such models had combined Time-1 and Time-2 performance
evaluations (χ2 [df = 116]= 636.31, p< 0.01, SRMR= 0.11, CFI
= 0.83, TLI = 0.80, RMSEA = 0.14; 1χ2 [1df = 3] = 304.97,
p < 0.01), and a model with combined supervisor perceived
similarity and supervisor anti-fat bias (χ2 [df = 116]= 945.27, p
< 0.01, SRMR = 0.12, CFI = 0.72, TLI = 0.67; RMSEA = 0.18;
1χ2 [1df = 3] = 613.93, p < 0.01), thereby providing support
for the construct validity.

Hypothesis Testing
The descriptive statistics, reliability coefficients, and correlations
among the studied variables are reported in Table 1. The
percentages of nominal variables, such as sex, sex similarity, and
supervisor perception of employee weight change, are presented
in Table 2. We conducted further testing through regression
analyses and report the results in Table 2. In general, the R2 for
each regression was calculated. Endogenous variables explained
16% of the variance in supervisor perception of employee
weight change and 50% of the variance in Time-2 performance
evaluations. These results explain a sizable portion of the variance
in our dependent variables.
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FIGURE 3 | The moderating effect of supervisor anti-fat bias on the interaction between Time 1 performance evaluation and supervisor perception of employee

weight change.

In Hypothesis 1, we argued that supervisor perception
of employee weight change should moderate the relationship
between Time-1 and Time-2 performance evaluations. Time-
2 performance evaluations were regressed in the SPSS using
OLS regression method on the controls, as well as employee
BMI at Time 1, employee BMI change, supervisor perceptions
of employee weight change, Time-1 performance evaluations,
and the interaction between supervisor perception of employee
weight change and Time 1 performance evaluations. The results
suggest the interaction term was significant (γ = −0.44, p
< 0.01; 1R2 for adding the interaction term = 0.04, p <

0.01). Such a result indicates the positive relationship between
Time-1 and Time-2 performance evaluations would be mitigated
if supervisors perceived a weight loss (coded as 1), and the
positive relationship would be enhanced if supervisors perceived
a weight gain (coded as −1). To facilitate the interpretation of
such results, we followed the recommendation of Cohen et al.
(2013) to plot regression lines at three different perceptions

of weight change (weight gain = −1, no weight-change =

0, weight loss = 1) in Figure 2 to illustrate the interaction
effects. Following the recommendation of Dawson and Richter
(2006), we applied slope difference tests to confirm the slopes
of the regression lines shown in the Figure 2 are significantly
different. From the figure, the simple slope for no weight-
change perception was significantly positive (γ = 0.65, p <

0.01). However, the simple slope for weight-loss perception
became less sharp (γ = 0.21, p < 0.05) because the low
performance evaluation in Time 1 became more positive in
Time 2, whereas high performance evaluation in Time 1
remained relatively similar. Meanwhile, the simple slope for
weight-gain perception became considerably sharper (γ = 1.09,
p < 0.01) because the low performance evaluation in Time
1 became even lower, whereas high performance evaluation
in Time 1 remained the same. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was
supported, such that the moderating effects varied if the change
perception differed among weight gain, no weight change,
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics, reliability coefficients, and correlations.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Control variables

1. Employee sex (1 = male) 0.81 0.40 —

2. Employee age 23.99 2.95 −0.09 —

3. Employee education years 16.23 1.82 −0.03 0.31** —

4. Supervisor sex (1 = male) 0.88 0.33 0.09 −0.32** 0.00 —

5. Supervisor age 33.73 7.96 −0.08 0.09 0.15* −0.06 —

6. Supervisor education years 15.84 1.72 −0.12 0.25** 0.36** −0.01 −0.04 —

7. Gender similarity (1 = same sex) 0.75 0.43 0.65** −0.19** −0.03 0.41** 0.04 −0.15* —

8. Supervisor perception of similarity 4.61 1.07 −0.16* 0.02 0.05 −0.01 −0.05 0.12 −0.06 0.91

9. Interaction frequency 5.56 1.12 −0.03 0.00 0.09 −0.05 0.05 0.03 −0.05 0.11 —

10. Employee BMI (Time 1) 23.95 1.01 0.11 0.18** 0.15* −0.09 −0.07 0.14* 0.00 0.04 0.18** —

Studied variables

11. Supervisor anti-fat bias (Time 1) 2.19 1.02 0.13* −0.21** −0.20** 0.09 −0.14* −0.18** 0.12 −0.04 −0.27** −0.28** 0.92

12. Performance evaluation (Time 1) 5.01 1.02 0.00 −0.24** −0.12 0.13* 0.02 −0.19** 0.17* 0.45** 0.09 −0.14* 0.10 0.85

13. Employee BMI changea (Time 2) 1.51 1.10 0.04 0.03 0.04 −0.05 −0.01 −0.02 0.00 −0.10 −0.14* −0.06 0.05 −0.13 —

14. Supervisor perception of

employee weight changeb (Time 2)

−0.04 0.51 −0.13 −0.06 −0.10 0.10 0.06 −0.06 −0.07 0.21** 0.11 0.03 −0.19** 0.11 −0.19* —

15. Performance evaluation (Time 2) 5.19 1.22 −0.02 −0.19** −0.09 0.17** 0.05 −0.09 0.06 0.20** 0.09 −0.14* 0.03 0.54** −0.17* 0.38** 0.93

N = 226; aTime 2 = 6 months later. bSupervisor perception of employee weight change: −1 = weight gain, 0 = no weight change, 1 = weight loss. Cronbach’s alphas appear on the diagonal. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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TABLE 2 | Percentages of nominal variables.

Number %

Employee sex

Employee sex (1 = male) 182 81

Employee sex (0 = female) 44 19

Supervisor sex

Supervisor sex (1 = male) 198 88

Supervisor sex (0 = female) 28 12

Gender similarity

Gender similarity (1 = same sex) 170 75

Gender similarity (0 = different sex) 56 25

Supervisor perception of employee weight change

Weight gain = −1 35 16

No weight change = 0 166 73

Weight loss = 1 25 11

N = 226. Percentages are based on the total number of dyads (N = 226) and add to

100% for each variable.

and weight loss, as well as between high vs. low Time-1
performance evaluation.

In Hypothesis 2, we assumed a significant association between
the employee actual BMI change and supervisor perception of
employee weight change. The supervisor perception of employee
weight change was regressed again in the SPSS using OLS
regression method on the same set of controls and on employee
BMI change. The results (Model 1 of Table 3) indicate a negative
and significant relationship (γ = −0.07, p < 0.05; 1R2 for
adding employee BMI change= 0.02, p< 0.05) because we coded
weight-change perception such that a high value indicates weight
loss, whereas a high value of BMI change indicates weight gain.
As such, the result supports Hypothesis 2.

We then examined the general role of supervisor anti-fat
bias as boundary conditions in the last hypothesis of our study.
In Hypothesis 3, we suggested supervisor anti-fat bias should
moderate the interaction between supervisor perception of
employee weight change and the Time-1 performance evaluation
on the Time-2 performance evaluation. Time-2 performance
evaluations were regressed in the SPSS using OLS regression
method on the variables shown in the third column of Table 3.
The results show the three-way interaction term among Time-
1 performance evaluations, supervisor perception of employee
weight change, and supervisor anti-fat bias was significant (γ
= −0.43, p < 0.01; 1R2 for adding the three-way interaction
term = 0.02, p < 0.01). Again, to facilitate the interpretation of
such results, we followed the recommendation of Cohen et al.
(2013) to delineate the interaction in Figure 3 under different
values of supervisor anti-fat bias (M± 1SD). Also following
the recommendation of Dawson and Richter (2006), we applied
slope difference tests to confirm the slopes of the regression
lines shown in the Figure 3 are significantly different. From
the figure, the interaction effect between Time-1 performance
evaluations (X) and supervisor perception of weight change (M1)
was only significant when the supervisor had a high anti-fat
bias (γ for the X∗M1 = −0.89, p < 0.01; shown in the lower

TABLE 3 | Unstandardized coefficients for the hypothesized model.

Variables Supervisor

perception of

employee weight

change (Time 2)

Performance

evaluation

(Time 2)

Model 1 Model 2

b (SE) b (SE)

Intercept 0.07 (0.08) 5.15** (0.20)

Controls

Company 2 (vs. Company 1) −0.14 (0.10) 0.14 (0.21)

Company 3 (vs. Company 1) −0.14 (0.10) 0.12 (0.21)

Employee sex (1 = male) −0.01 (0.11) 0.22 (0.22)

Employee age −0.01 (0.01) 0.00 (0.03)

Employee education years −0.03 (0.02) −0.01 (0.04)

Supervisor sex (1 = male) 0.24* (0.11) 0.23 (0.23)

Supervisor age 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.01)

Supervisor education years −0.02 (0.02) 0.06 (0.04)

Gender similarity (1 = same sex) −0.08 (0.11) −0.29 (0.22)

Supervisor perception of similarity 0.09** (0.03) −0.17* (0.07)

Interaction frequency 0.01 (0.03) 0.07 (0.06)

Employee BMI (Time 1) −0.00 (0.03) −0.10 (0.07)

Main studies variables

Supervisor anti-fat bias (SAFB, Time

1)

−0.09* (0.04) 0.11 (0.07)

Employee BMI change (Time 2) −0.07* (0.03) −0.02 (0.06)

Performance evaluation (PE, Time 1) 0.59** (0.08)

Supervisor perception of employee

weight change (SPEWC, Time 2)

0.76** (0.14)

Interactions

PE × SPEWC −0.46** (0.12)

PE × SAFB −0.16* (0.08)

SPEWC× SAFB −0.08 (0.14)

PE × SPEWC × SAFB −0.43** (0.14)

R2 0.16** 0.50**

N = 226. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

part of Figure 2). On the contrary, when the supervisor had
a low anti-fat bias (shown in the upper part of Figure 2), the
interaction term of X∗M1 became insignificant (γ for the X∗M1

=−0.05, not significant), thereby indicating there was no weight
bias effect under this condition (M−1SD). As such, Hypothesis 3
was supported.

DISCUSSION

Our study found that if employees’ weight changed over 6
months, the Time-1 performance evaluation would be prone
to change, such that the association between a new (Time 2)
performance evaluation and an evaluation from Time 1 may
be altered. The supervisor perception of the employee weight
change during that period played an important role. Specifically,
supervisor perception of employee weight loss made Time-1
low performance evaluations more positive, whereas weight gain
made them more negative. If supervisors provided high Time-1
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performance evaluations of employees, the perception of a weight
change (weight gain and loss) did not significantly change the
high Time-1 performance evaluation at Time 2. Finally, such a
moderating effect of supervisor perception of employee weight
change was only significant when supervisors had a high level of
anti-fat bias.

Theoretical Implications
This study offers several important theoretical implications for
the current literature. First, we developed a systematic view of
weight change for weight-bias research by introducing the phase-
shifting perspective (Soenen et al., 2017; Stouten et al., 2018). Our
research found that weight change transcends original weight in
predicting supervisors’ most-recent evaluations, indicating that
supervisors may be more sensitive to new information, and
their previous judgments or evaluations can be altered by more
recent perceptions of weight change (Sharif and Oppenheimer,
2016). For example, supervisors may hold more negative
attitudes toward weight-gained employees than originally obese
employees, as they observed the weight gain process and
were more likely to attach negative attributes to weight-gained
employees. Thus, we highlight change as an important and
natural phenomenon of body weight, which can be susceptible
to weight bias. However, weight-bias research has thus far largely
neglected the changing nature of weight. More importantly,
previous research has failed to provide a theoretical underpinning
to understand weight change. On the basis of the phase-shifting
perspective (Lind, 2001; Proudfoot and Lind, 2015; Audrey
Korsgaard et al., 2018), we significantly extend the static “fixed”
view of weight bias to a changing one. By doing so, our research
is among the first to focus on weight change and examine how
it is likewise influenced by weight bias through a systematic
and theoretical lens. One of the major benefits of our research
is that the consequence of workplace weight bias includes not
only supervisors’ discrimination against overweight employees,
but also their biased reaction to employee weight changes.
Future research can consider incorporating the phase-shifting
perspective to study weight bias and weight change.

Second, our research highlights two important factors that
may explain or influence the process by which weight change
actually alters the initial evaluation. The first one is the perception
of weight change. The phase-shifting perspective, which
originated from the heuristic theory (Kahneman and Frederick,
2002; Evans, 2008), emphasizes the role of the perception of a
change in triggering analytic information-processing that can
potentially alter one’s previous evaluation (Cropanzano and
Rupp, 2003; Skarlicki and Rupp, 2010). Our research confirms
the importance of such perception in performance-evaluation
processes. Although such perception can only occur after an
actual weight change, it seems more proximal to evaluation
alteration than the actual change. Furthermore, the effects of
weight-gain and weight-loss perceptions can be dramatically
different. Compared with the perception of no weight change,
weight-gain and weight-loss perceptions significantly altered
the prior-change (Time 1) performance evaluation, although
the directions differed. The low performance evaluation at
Time 1 became higher with weight-loss perception but lower

with weight-gain perception. As such, our research confirms
the potential benefiting role of losing weight as a coping
strategy to escape the weight stigma (Puhl et al., 2005; Levine
and Schweitzer, 2015). Our research also warns weight-bias
researchers that being overweight and gaining more weight may
trigger others’ weight bias.

Such findings not only reveal the subtlety and complexity
of human heuristics, but also advance the phase-shifting
perspective, given that previous literature tends to treat the
phase-shifting perception simply as one dichotomy, that is,
perceiving a change or no change (Soenen et al., 2017).
Instead, our study advances the phase-shifting perspective
by providing it with a more sophisticated view. Our study
indicates change should be placed into context to understand
its effects. For instance, weight change should include weight
loss and weight gain. Such a sophisticated view of change
reveals new findings that were missing from the previous
dichotomous approach; that is, weight-loss perception brings
different consequences than weight-gain perception, although
both are change perceptions. As such, future research that adopts
the phase-shifting perspective may likewise consider examining
the content of the change perception rather than treating it solely
as the overall perception of whether a change occurs.

The second factor important to weight-change research is the
observers’ anti-fat bias that, in our study, significantly moderates
the effect of the perception of weight change on the alteration
in performance evaluation. People can perceive a change and
process its content, although the change may be irrelevant to
the evaluation process. If the observer thinks the change is
irrelevant to the context, then his following evaluation may
not be influenced. Our research shows that only those who
possess an anti-fat bias will believe overweight persons are too
obese to perform well in their jobs and thus react negatively to
others’ weight change by altering their prior-change performance
evaluation. Such findings not only provide a boundary condition
for weight change to influence evaluation, but also further
the current weight-bias literature by confirming the important
boundary role of anti-fat bias. Future studies can consider
exploring the antecedents of anti-fat bias or interventions that
can stop such discrimination.

Third, our study contributes to the performance-evaluation
literature. Previous literature tends to treat performance
evaluation as a static, cross-sectional, and one-time judgment,
thereby largely neglecting its changing nature (Becker and
Cropanzano, 2011). Peterson et al. (2011) found that
performance evaluation changes over time and can thus
serve as an important source of new performance evaluation.
In view of this argument, our study advances the changing
views of performance evaluation (e.g., Ferris et al., 2008) by
examining how evaluation-condition changes can lead to
evaluation changes. As previously stated, the phase-shifting
perspective can help in understanding the longitudinal change
of one’s performance evaluation. Our study suggests weight
change can contribute to a perception of relevant condition
change. Specifically, if the observer possesses anti-fat bias and
if weight can shape the prior-change performance evaluation,
the observee’s weight change can likewise lead to an alteration
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in the observer’s evaluations. Weight-change perception may
also interact with prior-change performance evaluation to shape
the new performance evaluation. As such, our study sheds light
on how a change in the performance-evaluation context can
be based on prior-change performance evaluation to form a
new evaluation. Our study provides a new avenue for future
performance researchers to consider the dynamic change in
shaping new evaluations.

Practical Implications
Our research provides important practical implications for
organizational practitioners and employees. First, as our study
found that supervisor-rated performance could be contaminated
by weight bias, it is crucial for organizations to design
leadership training programs to improve performance appraisal
accuracy carefully. We suggest training supervisors with
objective, behavior-based rating instruments, which can enhance
rating accuracy (Pulakos, 1984). For example, Borman (1979)
proposed a training approach called frame-of-reference (FOR)
training, which involves emphasizing performance dimensions,
providing samples of behavioral incidents representing each
dimension, indicating the level of performance defined by each
incident, and supplying feedback by using these standards to
evaluate performance (Woehr, 1994). Overall, organizations
could provide supervisors with this training to improve their
rating accuracy and avoid possible bias.

Similarly, in conjunction with other workplace anti-
discrimination training, it is important for organizations to
train leaders and subordinates alike to both recognize and
mitigate anti-fat biases at work (Ruggs et al., 2015). Anti-fat
bias can be both known and unconscious, therefore training
all employees to recognize their implicit and explicit biases
can help mitigate discrimination from the top-down and
bottom-up. Organizations requiring anti-fat bias training also
send a strong message to their employees, shareholders, and
customers that such discrimination will not be tolerated, which
is another major step in bringing awareness to this rampant
yet neglected issue, as well as decreasing instances of anti-fat
workplace prejudice.

Our findings also emphasize the need for legislation to
address the pervasiveness of anti-fat discrimination. In the
United States, only Michigan has passed legislation explicitly
addressing weight discrimination in the workplace. Even so,
Kirkland (2006) found instances where this legislation actually
upheld discrimination rather than prohibited it. As our study
adds to the literature highlighting the rampancy of anti-fat
bias and its detrimental effects, state and national governments
should work to pass an effective anti-fat discrimination policy.
Just as the Civil Rights Act (1964) prohibits workplaces in
the United States from discriminating on the grounds of
ethnicity, race, color, religion, sex, national origin, disability,
or age, governmental policy should also protect against weight
discrimination. Such legislative enactment can also help to
expedite organizational action and training to prevent anti-
fat discrimination.

Future Directions and Limitations
Our study has several limitations that could help shed light
on future research directions. First, the current study focused
on subjective performance evaluation instead of objective
performance because, in today’s workplace, few jobs are designed
in a way that facilitates objective performance measurement
(Tangen, 2003). Results showed that supervisors with anti-
fat bias are more likely to give employees who gain weight
lower performance evaluations. We interpreted the lower
performance evaluations as the outcome of the interaction of
supervisor weight bias, employee weight change, and previous
performance evaluation. However, there could be an alternative
explanation: the employee who gains weight performs objectively
worse than those who do not gain weight. Without an
objective measure of employee performance, it is hard to
determine whether the supervisor-rated employee performance
is influenced by supervisor weight bias or/and by their objective
performance. Therefore, our research was only exploratory
and indicated a primary relationship between weight change
and subjective performance evaluation. Objective measures of
employee performance are needed in follow-up studies to address
further the underlying logic of the relationship between weight
change and performance.

Another possible limitation is the demand characteristic in
the measurement rated by supervisors. We asked supervisors to
provide ratings on employee performance and their own anti-
fat bias in the same wave of survey (Time 1), which might
raise the concern of demand characteristic. According to Orne’s
(2002) theory, participants are trying to meet the research
demands as well as social expectations, which is defined as
demand characteristic. Demand characteristic will result in the
socially desirable response bias (i.e., responding positively to
shape a positive impression of them; Nichols and Maner, 2008).
In our study, the demand characteristic might lead supervisors
to report lesser weight bias and hide the relationship between
an employee weight change and their performance evaluation,
which disconfirms the hypotheses of our study. As such, the
demand characteristic in supervisor-report measurement should
have reduced the statistical power of our measurement. Although
the current study still found significant effects of supervisor
weight bias moderating the relationship between employee
weight change and performance evaluation, future research on
weight bias could try to avoid such a problem to get a more
accurate estimation of the effect sizes of weight bias (e.g.,
measuring and controlling social desirability; Wang et al., 2015).

Finally, future research could dig into the effects of
weight change on performance evaluation from alternative
perspectives like the anchoring and adjustment heuristic.
According to Tversky and Kahneman (1974), one’s estimates
are biased toward different initial points, which they defined
as anchors. As such, people tend to adjust their final
judgment toward the starting estimates. According to the
perspective of our study, an employee who changed their BMI
from overweight to normal would have higher performance
evaluations than someone who didn’t change BMI. However,
from the theoretical perspective of the anchoring and adjustment
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heuristic, an employee who changed their BMI from overweight
to normal would receive lower performance evaluations from
a supervisor with anti-fat bias than someone who didn’t
change BMI, because the original judgment was “sticky.”
Therefore, it would be interesting for future studies to test the
anchoring and adjustment heuristic vs. weight bias effects in
performance evaluation.
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