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did know the person’'s name, which unit they worked
for, and where they were located. The results were
surprising. We did not find any bias against women
and employees that did not work in the same location
and unit as the evaluator. Managers are advised that
hiding the identity of idea proposers (from idea evalu-
ators) may not be a silver bullet to improving idea
evaluation.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The literature on idea evaluation cautions that evaluators can be biased toward certain pro-
posers, meaning that the same idea would receive different evaluation scores depending on
who proposed it. Indeed, evaluators often do not base their evaluation solely on the idea
itself but also on whose idea it is (Fuchs, Sting, Schlickel, & Alexy, 2019; Menon &
Blount, 2003; Reitzig & Sorenson, 2013). Prior work on idea evaluation has, for example,
explained how biases could arise from hierarchy (Keum & See, 2017; Schweisfurth, Schottl,
Raasch, & Zaggl, 2023), sequence (Bian, Greenberg, Li, & Wang, 2021; Criscuolo,
Dahlander, Grohsjean, & Salter, 2021), and nepotism (Reitzig & Sorenson, 2013). Knowing
who proposed an idea can provide important information (Chaiken, 1980; Pornpitakpan,
2004), yet relying on such source-based heuristics can lead to biases that disadvantage
women and people far away from the decision-makers (Banaji & Hardin, 1996; Blair &
Banaji, 1996; Stangor, Lynch, Duan, & Glas, 1992). We focus on three potential biases,
namely that evaluators provide systematically lower evaluation scores to (a) female idea pro-
posers; and to idea proposers from (b) other units, and (c) other locations.

To empirically assess whether and to what degree these biases are at play in idea evalua-
tion, we conducted a field experiment based on a simple intervention: blinding that with-
holds information about the idea proposer from evaluators. Prior work has speculated that
blinding is a light-touch intervention to remove biases from idea evaluation (Grohsjean,
Dahlander, Salter, & Criscuolo, 2022). Blinding might mitigate evaluator biases, ensuring
that ideas are evaluated on an equal footing, and has been deployed in diverse settings, such
as blind auditions, blind recruitment, and (double-)blind academic peer review. To test
blinding in idea evaluation, we conducted a preregistered field experiment inside a large
multinational company in the information and communication technology sector. We asked
innovation managers to evaluate real business ideas from our partner organization. We
expected to identify biases and that blinding would reduce them. To our surprise, blinding
the evaluators for the idea proposers' identity had no effect. Acknowledging the limitations
of the field experiment and improving generalizability, we replicated the results in an online
experiment.
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2 | THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Ideas are the seeds of innovation, but not all seeds bear fruit. It is inherently challenging to
assess the potential of new ideas because they are surrounded by market and technological
uncertainty. When deciding on new ideas, organizations are likely to make costly errors in the
form of false positives (investing in ideas that ultimately fail) and false negatives (missing
out on ideas that ultimately become a hit). Ideas’ uncertainty can lead to evaluation biases
distorting organizational outcomes (Criscuolo et al., 2021; Keum & See, 2017; Reitzig &
Sorenson, 2013). Just as idea proposers systematically overestimate the value of their ideas
(Fuchs et al., 2019), innovation managers make mistakes in evaluating ideas (Boudreau,
Guinan, Lakhani, & Riedl, 2016; Criscuolo, Dahlander, Grohsjean, & Salter, 2017). One chal-
lenge for evaluators is to separate ideas from the person who generated them; some idea pro-
posers get the benefit of the doubt, whereas others struggle to get recognized despite having a
good idea. For instance, prior work suggests that women and proposers from other units and
locations receive lower idea evaluations (see, e.g., Reitzig & Sorenson, 2013).

Given such biases in idea evaluation, we considered a simple intervention to hide the iden-
tity of the proposer through blinding. Work on blinding is not new. An influential study on
blinding comes from Goldin and Rouse (2000), often quoted to show that the introduction of
blind auditions—a blind screen between the jury and an auditioning musician—increased the
admission of women to music schools.! Most work on blinding comes from studies in academia,
where it is a common practice when evaluating papers and grant applications. Early work by
Blank (1991, p. 1042) argues that double-blind reviewing in academia “minimizes undesirable
referee bias.” More recent work by Kolev, Fuentes-Medel, and Murray (2019) found that female
authors received lower scores on their grant proposals to the Gates Foundation, even with
blinding. Controlling for applicant quality and proposal text suggests biases at a fundamental
level, punishing women for producing a different type of research rather than research of lesser
quality. Evidence from academia thus shows that blinding has the potential to alleviate some
biases but not necessarily all types of biases. Inspired by such work on blinding in academia,
research on idea evaluation has speculated that blinding could also remove biases in corporate
idea evaluation (Grohsjean et al., 2022), yet the evidence to date is scarce.

2.1 | Main effect: Blinding in idea evaluation

Blinding can affect idea evaluation because evaluators may rely on social cues about the person
proposing the idea as a heuristic device (see, e.g., Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011). Heuristics
provide mental shortcuts that can save effort by focusing only on the issue's most relevant
aspects and ignoring other information. While effective in some regards, heuristics can bias
decision-making (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). Source-based heuristics have been investigated
in research on information processing, demonstrating how a source's attributes influence how
information is perceived and valued (e.g., Chaiken, 1980; Pornpitakpan, 2004).

The tendency to use information about an idea proposer as a signal for idea quality may be
reinforced when evaluators lack information, expertise, or resources to assess an idea's details.

! After adding controls for musicians, the study yields mixed results. In some stages, women did worse in blind
auditions, which is explained by a potential drop in the quality pool of female candidates after adopting blind auditions.
It also shows that the results are more nuanced than often cited (see also Gelman, 2019).
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Source-based evaluation heuristics can arise when evaluators have too little information and
when they have too much. Information overload and time pressure can induce people to rely
on simple heuristics (Hansen & Haas, 2001). From the evaluator's perspective, idea evaluation
is both information-deprived and information-overloaded—deprived because of the small and
standardized information bits that idea descriptions typically hold; overloaded because of the
large number of ideas (Piezunka & Dahlander, 2015).

While the effects of blinding are contingent on what is blinded (elaborated in the modera-
tion effects below), research suggests that its baseline effect is negative. For instance, acceptance
rates are lower and referee reports are less favorable when academic reviewers do not know
who the authors are (Blank, 1991; Okike, Hug, Kocher, & Leopold, 2016), and customers evalu-
ated products more favorably when having identity-revealing information on the seller
(Forman, Ghose, & Wiesenfeld, 2008). Such findings could be driven by (perceived or actual)
selection into blinding by which worse authors or less-trustworthy sellers choose to be blinded.
Similarly, the evaluator may perceive identity-revealing information on the idea proposer as a
positive signal that the proposer is committed and serious about the idea. Blinding proposer
information should thus lead to lower evaluation scores.

Hypothesis (H1). Innovation managers rate ideas lower in blind evaluation.

2.2 | Moderation effects: Who benefits from blinding in idea
evaluation?

Studies of academic reviews and hiring decisions suggest that blinding can alter evaluations
and potentially overcome biases. We focus on three characteristics that research has found
important for idea evaluation: gender, same unit, and shared location (see, e.g., Criscuolo
et al., 2017, Reitzig & Sorenson, 2013). Below we elaborate on our expectations of lower scores
for women and higher scores for proposers from the same unit and location (as the evaluator),
which would disappear if the idea proposer's identity was blinded.*

2.3 | Blind to help women in idea evaluation?

Much research documents a tendency to evaluate men and women differently (e.g., Brooks,
Huang, Kearney, & Murray, 2014; Heilman, 2001; MacNell, Driscoll, & Hunt, 2015). Gender is
a highly visible characteristic that can compensate for unobserved information (Kunda &
Spencer, 2003) and a common way to classify other people that occurs almost instantaneously
(Brewer & Lui, 1989; Ridgeway, 2006; Stangor et al., 1992). In this process, gender roles and
stereotypes are activated, which results in cognitive bias influencing judgment and evaluation
(Ridgeway, 2006). Multiple studies have demonstrated how such biases work unfavorably
toward women.

These patterns are particularly strong in the technology sector, where they impair women's
chances of receiving entrepreneurial funding (e.g., Kanze, Huang, Conley, & Higgins, 2018),

%In the pre-analysis plan, we also theorized about potential effects of evaluation order. While recent research has shown
that order can affect evaluations (Bian et al., 2021; Criscuolo et al., 2021), blinding is typically not proposed to overcome
them. Therefore, we present arguments on evaluation order in the online appendix (Section Al).
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progressing into managerial positions (e.g., Tai & Sims, 2005), and receiving equal pay
(e.g., Bamberger, Admati-Dvir, & Harel, 1995). In the technology sector, women are
confronted with strong male stereotypes (Del Carpio & Guadalupe, 2022), and these
gender stereotypes can create role incongruities that work against them. Overloaded with
fast-paced information but lacking granular and contextual information, evaluators
risk falling back to decision heuristics, thus activating gender stereotypes and providing
lower scores to women. In many ways, evaluating ideas is like evaluating entrepreneurial
ventures. Research consistently suggests that ventures led by women are perceived as
less viable (Lee & Huang, 2018), and that female entrepreneurs are evaluated worse by angel
investors (Becker-Blease & Sohl, 2007; Brooks et al., 2014), venture capitalists (Greene, Brush,
Hart, & Saparito, 2001; Nelson & Levesque, 2007), and CFOs (Graham & Harvey, 2001). These
inequalities arise at least partially from role incongruity between female stereotypes and the
images of successful entrepreneurs, although they can be mitigated by other factors such as
framing (Lee & Huang, 2018). The same “lack of fit” may handicap women in idea evaluation,
where the idea proposer is often expected to develop the idea further as an intrapreneur. We thus
hypothesize that women are at a disadvantage compared to men and that blinding would remove
this disadvantage.

Hypothesis (H2). Innovation managers rate ideas that are proposed by female
employees higher in blind evaluation.

2.4 | Blind to help people outside the unit in idea evaluation?

Scholars have repeatedly demonstrated that people are positively biased toward members of
their group (see, e.g., Mullen, Brown, & Smith, 1992). One mechanism underlying in-group bias
is that prior interaction increases comfort and reduces objectivity (Lawler, 1992; Zajonc, 1968).
The preference for ideas from the same unit can also arise through categorization, as randomly
assigning subjects to the same groups induces in-group preferences even in the absence of direct
social interaction (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971). In-group bias can arise for strategic
reasons, where the evaluator looks to further his/her organizational unit. Pushing ideas from
the own unit forward within the organization can bring additional resources and increase pres-
tige, and successful ideas can help achieve the unit's strategic or business targets, which benefit
the evaluator, especially if holding a managerial role. In-group bias can also arise because eval-
uators subconsciously prefer ideas from their unit. Evaluators likely perceive ideas from the
same unit as more interesting and understandable because they have a shared understanding of
key challenges, technologies, and market needs. Strategic considerations and subconscious pro-
cesses can increase the scores evaluators give to ideas proposed by one of their own. In line with
these arguments, Reitzig and Sorenson (2013) demonstrated that middle managers are biased in
favor of ideas from their division. These findings align with the not-invented-here syndrome, in
which groups believe they have a monopoly on knowledge, reject outside ideas, and promote
their unit (Katz & Allen, 1982). While we expect in-group biases in idea evaluation, blinding
counteracts them and thus reduces evaluation scores for ideas originating in the same unit as
the evaluator.

Hypothesis (H3). Innovation managers rate ideas that are proposed by employees
from the same organizational unit lower in blind evaluation.
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2.5 | Blind to help people outside the location in idea evaluation?

Being in the same unit does not always imply sharing a location, which indicates that location
and unit need to be analytically separated. However, similar arguments apply. A shared loca-
tion typically implies a greater mutual understanding of cultural aspects and speaking the same
language (metaphorically or literally). This makes ideas from colocated proposers and evalua-
tors more relatable and accessible, reducing the cognitive burden when evaluating ideas. More-
over, identification and a sense of togetherness among colocated employees may trigger
favoritism, like in-group bias. Feeling a closer emotional association with colleagues from the
same location, evaluators may pay special attention to their ideas or give them the benefit of
the doubt. Research on idea evaluation has found such tendencies to favor colleagues from the
same location (Reitzig & Sorenson, 2013). Studies in international business have illustrated this
at the firm-level, where a home country bias in R&D activities exists (Belderbos, Leten, &
Suzuki, 2013). Blinding may thwart this inclination, resulting in lower evaluation scores for
ideas from the same location.

Hypothesis (H4). Innovation managers rate ideas that are proposed by employees
located in the same country lower in blind evaluation.

3 | AFIELD EXPERIMENT IN A MULTINATIONAL
COMPANY

Our field experiment tests the hypotheses in a real-world setting where managers have a stake
in their decisions. We asked innovation managers at our partner company—a leading multina-
tional company in the information and communication technology sector—to evaluate
employee ideas proposed through the company’s idea management system. We experimentally
varied whether information on the idea proposer was blinded or not. The experiment was
preregistered at the American Economic Association RCT Registry under the ID AEARCTR-
0005439.°

3.1 | Participants

We recruited participants from the formal network of innovation managers operated by our
industrial partner's internal accelerator. Like regular venture capitalists, the accelerator looks to
develop employee ideas into new businesses and offers intrapreneurs funding and access to
company personnel, expertise, and partnerships. The accelerator's process has several stages.
Our field experiment is situated at the very beginning of that process—where innovation man-
agers review and evaluate employees' initial ideas. The network of innovation managers con-
sists of volunteers and all employees can apply, irrespective of position, unit, or location. Once
accepted into the network, employees go through a short, formalized training on (a) user-gener-
ated, design-driven innovation, (b) the company's idea management system, and (c) business

*Note that we preregistered our study after the experiment started, but before we retrieved or inspected any data. The
preregistration can therefore be classified as a registration prior to any human observation of the data (as defined in the
OSF preregistration template, available at https://osf.io/prereg).
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coaching. One task of the newly trained innovation manager is to support idea proposers in
developing and improving their ideas. Most importantly for our study, the innovation managers
regularly evaluate and give feedback on early ideas and recommend mature ideas for the comp-
any's internal funding process. When making a recommendation, they use the same criteria we
employ in the experiment (see Section 3.5). Sixty innovation managers signed up for our experi-
ment, thirty-eight completed it (63.3%), and eight evaluators (13.3%) started the idea evaluation
but did not finish it.

Neither the innovation managers evaluating the ideas nor the employees proposing them
were aware that their evaluations or ideas were part of an experiment. Instead, we
communicated—in line with the messages of the internal accelerator—that the evaluations
were an additional input to the company's effort to unlock the intrapreneurial spirit and
improve idea evaluation. Even our contact persons were not aware of our exact research inter-
est. We took great care not to reveal our research question or experimental manipulation to
avoid experimenter demand effects (Rosenthal, 1966).

3.2 | Evaluation task

We used the survey tool Qualtrics to design an online evaluation interface, customizing its flow
and visual appearance. We mirrored our industrial partner's corporate design to maximize the
integrity and credibility of the online idea evaluation as an important organizational task. After
a brief welcome screen, each idea was presented on an individual evaluation screen containing
(in this order): a short request to evaluate the idea, information on the idea proposer depending
on the treatment (see Section 3.3), the idea title, the idea description, five questions to rate the
ideas (see Section 3.5), and a text field for open comments. We provide a stylized illustration of
the idea evaluation screen in Figure 1 and the survey flow in Figure A1.*

Each innovation manager was asked to evaluate 48 ideas. The ideas came from a larger pool
of ideas through the company's idea management system, an online platform where employees
can submit ideas and interact with others to refine them. It is an important tool in our partner's
innovation process. Ideas are evaluated regularly, and there is a budget specifically for their
development. Evaluating these ideas is thus the first step toward possible larger, impactful
investments down the line.

For our experimental manipulation (blinding) to work credibly, we needed early stage ideas
unknown to the participants. Therefore, we considered only the 412 ideas proposed in the
6 months before our study. We left titles and descriptions unchanged.” In terms of content,
most of the ideas were categorized under four headlines: autonomous vehicles (124 ideas),
design thinking (87 ideas), logistics (86 ideas), and smart manufacturing (64 ideas). On average,
the ideas had 120.24 words and received 3.21 comments. This shows the ideas had not received
much attention prior to our experiment. We cannot share idea details or concrete examples
because they are proprietary.

We received 1,942 idea evaluations; 1,824 (38 evaluators X 48 ideas) from innovation man-
agers who finished the idea evaluation, and 118 from those who did not finish. We excluded

“Sections, tables, and figures with an “A” (e.g., Section A3, Table Al, Figure A7) are in the online appendix.

5In total, we retrieved 570 ideas that had been submitted between February 6, 2019, and October 7, 2019. Besides
restricting the time frame (from April 8, 2019, to October 7, 2019), we took additional steps in selecting ideas. These
steps are described in Section A2.
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Field experiment Online experiment
Please evaluate the following idea. This idea was submitted by: ANNE This idea was submitted by: N/A
SUBMITTED BY SUBMITTED BY Plan your gardening app
[Name of proposer] N/A The pandemic and pollution definitely make "backyard revolution" a real plan.
[Subunit of proposer] Now more people are planning to plant their own vegetables or crops in their
[Location of proposer] backyard. However, new gardeners are often left alone once they received the
seeds: When to seed? Bed preparing? Transplanting? Harvesting? Even
[Idea title] experienced gardeners can get caught in a messy situation if there is a variety of
species. While not everyone has a green-finger expert in the neighborhood to help
[Idea description] out, how can we make it possible?
[.-]
On ascale of 1 to 7 (1 lowest to 7 highest), please rate different aspects of this On a scale of 1 to 7 (1 lowest to 7 highest), please rate different aspects of this
idea. You can scroll over the items to see a short definition. idea. You can scroll over the items to see a short definition.
1 7
7
Desibity 0 0 0O O O O O Desibiliy U O O 0O O O O
Fesbiity [0 0O 0O O O O O Feasibility O O O O O O O
Viability OoOoooo0aoao Viability o ooooog
On ascale of 1 to 7 (1 lowest to 7 highest), please assess the overall quality of On a scale of 1 to 7 (1 lowest to 7 highest), please assess the overall quality of
this idea this idea . ;
1 7
Overallquality 0 O O O O O O Overall quality o oboooobd
Would you like to promote this idea to proceed to the next round? Would you like to promote this idea to proceed to the next round?
[OYes []No DYes o No
For a short optional comment, please use the space below. For a short optional comment, please use the space below.

FIGURE 1 Stylized idea evaluation screen of field experiment and online experiment (non-blind condition
left and blind condition right).

seven evaluations that were completed in less than 8 s. Our main sample contained 1,837 idea
evaluations because in 98 cases the innovation managers did not rate the ideas on our main
dependent variable.

3.3 | Treatment conditions

We used two conditions: blind evaluation, in which the innovation manager received no infor-
mation about the idea proposer (“Submitted by: N/A”), and non-blind evaluation, in which the
innovation manager received information about the idea proposer (name, unit, geographical
location). We used a within-subject design in which each innovation manager evaluated ideas
under both conditions.

3.4 | Randomization

Each innovation manager evaluated 48 ideas, which we randomly picked from the idea pool.
To ensure each innovation manager evaluated ideas from employees with diverse back-
grounds, we relied on stratified random assignment. Each idea was assigned to one of 20 strata
based on the proposer's gender (2 strata) and unit (10 strata). We then randomly picked ideas
from each stratum using a built-in function in Qualtrics. The number of ideas picked from
each stratum was roughly proportional to the stratum size, although we oversampled small
strata. After ideas were randomly picked, we randomized the evaluation order and blinded
the evaluators at random.
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3.5 | Variables
3.5.1 | Dependent variables

As specified in the pre-analysis plan, we used Overall score as our main dependent variable. For
each idea, evaluators were asked: “On a scale of 1 to 7 (1 lowest to 7 highest), please assess the
overall quality of the idea.” In robustness checks, we used alternative-dependent variables regu-
larly used at our partner firm (see Section A3).

3.5.2 | Treatment variable

We used an indicator variable Blind that switched to 1 if an evaluator evaluated an idea in the
blind condition.

3.5.3 | Moderator variables

To test (H2), Female proposer switched to 1 if an idea was proposed by a woman. We coded gen-
der based on name matching. If name matching did not yield a clear match, we consulted inter-
nal documents from our partnering firm to resolve ambiguity.

To test (H3), Same unit switched to 1 if an idea proposer was part of the same division, func-
tion, or geographical market as the innovation manager evaluating the idea. At our industrial
partner, each employee belongs to one and only one division, function, or geographical market.
We determined the employee's position based on an internal code, which we retrieved from the
company's intranet.

To test (H4), Same location switched to 1 if an idea proposer was in the same country as the
evaluator. We coded the location from the employees' addresses in the internal records.

4 | RESULTS

Table Al provides an overview of the variables and their correlations. It shows that 50.2% of the
ideas were rated in a blind evaluation and that 16.7, 12.9, and 9.5% came from a female pro-
poser, the same unit, and the same location, respectively. On average, the ideas received an
Overall score of 3.32. There was only modest consensus among the evaluators. In 20.75% of the
cases, they agreed on the rating and the intraclass correlation coefficient for the ideas was
0.1496 (one-way random effects model).

As a first step, we conducted mean comparisons between the treatment conditions. Table 1
reveals that the difference was small (0.0636), and ¢ tests failed to reject that blind and non-
blind evaluation produce the same mean outcomes. For innovation outcomes, it is also impor-
tant to consider extreme outcomes in the tails of the distribution. Figure A2 shows that the dis-
tributions of Overall score exhibit no clear differences between the blind and non-blind
condition, either in the middle or in the tails. Overall, these first results provide no support
for (H1).

To test our hypotheses more conclusively, we ran a series of ordinary least squares estima-
tions that linked the Overall score that idea i received from innovation manager j to a treatment
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TABLE 1 Mean comparison of treatment conditions in field and online experiment

DV: Overall Field Online experiment— Online experiment—

score experiment Within design Between design

Non-blind condition 3.353 4.666 4.575

Blind condition 3.289 4.608 4.587

Difference 0.0636 0.0580 —-0.0123

t-statistic 0.90 1.62 —-0.34

p-value 0.37 0.10 0.74

N 1,837 7,332 7,331

indicator Blind and fixed effects for the idea, the evaluator, and the display order. For (H2) to
(H4), we also included variables indicating ideas from a Female proposer, the Same unit, and
the Same location and a series of interaction terms with the treatment indicator. Because we
could not separately blind one characteristic of an idea proposer (e.g., gender), we estimated
their effects in one model®:

Evaluation score; = f + p,Blind;; + p,Female proposer; + f;Same subunit;;
+ p,Same location; + s Blind; * Female proposer; + f¢Blind;;
xSame subunit;; + f,Blind;; x Same location;; + fsIdea FE;

+ poEvaluator FEj + p,,Order FEj; - €;;.

Table 2 reports the regression results. Despite strong theoretical priors, we found no support
for any of the hypotheses. On average, innovation managers rated the ideas only 0.0989 points
lower (95% CI [—0.2241, 0.0264]) in the blind evaluation, providing no support for (H1). Regard-
ing (H2), ideas from female proposers were rated only 0.109 points higher (95% CI [—0.1877,
0.4063]) in the blind evaluation. Regarding (H3), overall scores for ideas from the same unit
exhibited practically no difference between the treatment conditions (point estimate of 0.0258;
95% CI [—0.4166, 0.4682]). Regarding (H4), ideas from the same location were rated even higher
in the blind condition (by 0.145 points; 95% CI [—0.2493, 0.5387]). Overall, we found no support
for our hypotheses in any of the three different analytical approaches: (a) mean comparisons
and t tests, (b) visual inspection of distribution graphs, and (c) regression analyses.

41 | Post hoc analyses: Exploring and replicating the null finding

In line with SMJ's guidelines, we assessed the robustness of our null finding in post hoc
analyses using several alternative operationalizations, samples, and estimation techniques
(see Section A4). The results hold when accounting for (a) alternative dependent variables, (b)
differences in evaluation effort, (c) sample size and power, (d) idea quality, (e) distributional
effects, (f) demand effects, (g) alternative time thresholds, and (h) experimental hurdles.

SWe used the outlined model to test (H2) to (H4). To test (H1), we restricted the model to include only Blind and the
fixed effects.
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TABLE 2 Regression analyses for field and online experiment

Online experiment— Online experiment—
Field experiment Within design Between design
DV: Overall score @ ) 3) @) ©) (6)
H1: Blind —0.0989 —-0.133 —0.0629 0.0124
(.119) (.0770) (.0497) (717)
Female proposer —-0.401
(.583)
Same subunit 0.170
(.280)
Same location —0.235
(211)
H2: Blind x female 0.109
proposer (:462)
H3: Blind X same 0.0258
subunit (.907)
H4: Blind X same 0.145
location (.463)
H2: Female name 0.0696 —0.00273
(.0877) (:948)
H2: Male name 0.0562 —0.0221
(.129) (.603)
Constant 2.696 2.703 4.947 (.000) 4.884 4.860 4.873 (.000)
(.000) (.000) (.000) (.000)
Evaluator fixed Yes Yes Yes Yes No No
effects
Idea fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Order fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 1,837 1,837 7,314 7,314 7,304 7,304
R? .4049 4074 1176 1176 .1066 .1066

Note: Experiment and experimental design are given in the column headers. p-Values in parentheses are based on SEs clustered
at the evaluator level. In the online experiment, we randomly assigned female and male names to the ideas. Therefore, we did
not need to specify an interaction. Instead, the main effects of Female name and Male name give the difference between
assigning female and male names and the blind condition, our baseline.

We conducted an additional online experiment on Prolific to address intractable challenges
from the field experiment, detailed in Section A5. We replicated the field experiment as closely
as possible, while also addressing its limitations. First, we increased the sample size and statisti-
cal power by recruiting 1,543 participants. Second, we reduced the number of ideas per evalua-
tor to 10 and incentivized the participants with above-average compensation (yielding 14,663
evaluations). Third, we ensured high and constant idea quality by using successful ideas from
crowdfunding and standardizing them in terms of length and presentation. Fourth, we repli-
cated the within design of the field experiment and complemented it with a between design
(in which evaluators evaluate only blinded or only non-blinded ideas). Fifth, we focused on the
proposer's gender, the most meaningful aspect of the proposer's identity in the online setting
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and the strongest effect in the field experiment. The evaluation setup, experimental conditions,
and randomization closely resembled the field experiment.

We took the same steps to analyze the data as in the field experiment: mean comparisons,
distribution graphs, and regression analyses. Table 1 shows that the mean differences were
small (0.0580 and —0.0123) and ¢ tests failed to reject that blind and non-blind evaluations pro-
duce the same mean outcomes.” Figure A3 shows no notable differences between blind and
non-blind evaluations and between the two experimental designs. Table 2 shows that blind
evaluations were slightly lower in the within design (—0.0629; 95% CI [—0.1257, —0.0001]), but
there was no difference in the between design (0.0124; 95% CI [—0.0549, 0.0798]).® In neither
design did we find differences in the evaluation scores of ideas proposed by women or men,
compared to those in the blind condition. Overall, these results thus confirm the null finding
from the field experiment. A final vignette study, detailed in Section A6, showed that indepen-
dent participants overestimated gender bias in idea evaluation.

5 | DISCUSSION

We conducted a field experiment at one of the world's leading technology firms, where we ran-
domly assigned innovation managers to evaluate ideas in a blind and non-blind condition. Prior
research had identified biases that could distort the evaluation of ideas (e.g., Boudreau
et al., 2016; Criscuolo et al., 2017; Reitzig & Sorenson, 2013) and suggested blinding as a light-
touched intervention to remove such biases (Grohsjean et al., 2022). We build on work that has
identified gender, organizational structure, and location as sources of bias, but found no differ-
ences between blind and non-blind evaluations. This null finding was thoroughly assessed in
post hoc analyses, replicated in an online experiment, and contributes to building cumulative
knowledge in strategic management (Bettis, Ethiraj, Gambardella, Helfat, & Mitchell, 2016).

A fundamental question for strategy researchers is how to allocate resources to innovation
projects (see, e.g., Criscuolo et al., 2017; Klingebiel & Rammer, 2014; Reitzig & Sorenson, 2013).
These decisions have large consequences for companies, prompting scholarly work on how they
are made and how to keep biases out of the process. We provide experimental evidence from
one of the world's leading technology firms. Indeed, the lack of causal evidence from within-
company settings limits scholarly understanding of innovation. Most experimental research on
biases and the evaluation of intellectual work has been conducted in non-corporate settings,
particularly in academic settings (see, e.g., Blank, 1991) that may limit the application of prior
findings. One reason for the lack of corporate field experiments is that companies are generally
reluctant to grant access to internal evaluation processes and provide data on the organization's
choice set of ideas. Our industrial research partner opened their doors and provided us with an
unfiltered set of ideas they had not previously evaluated, preventing selective sampling and
success bias.

"Note that Overall score was slightly higher in non-blind evaluation for the within design, with a marginally statistically
significant difference (p = .10). The mean comparisons also support the appropriateness of the within design used in
the field experiment, as the average evaluation scores are very similar for the two experimental designs.

8Although statistically significant, the main effect of blinding in the within design is small and hardly economically
meaningful. Its statistical significance is largely the result of a larger sample.
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Considering our experimental findings and setup, we elaborate on four plausible reasons for
our null finding: (a) organizational culture, (b) selection into the experiment, (c) separation of
idea from person, and (d) shifting standards from evaluation to selection.

First, the null finding might be due to organizational culture. When we shared our results
with our industrial partner, some explained them with an engineering culture in which “ideas
matter more than people.” Our partner firm is a prestigious employer scouting globally for the
best engineering talent and using standardized hiring and selection policies, which ensures fit
with organizational culture and homogenous evaluators. However, the online experiment repli-
cated the field experiment but removed the engineering culture and increased variation in eval-
uator quality. The null finding persisted, suggesting that the organizational culture of our
industrial partner cannot explain it.

Second, selection into the experiment could lead to the null finding. Studies of hiring dis-
crimination, for instance, have found that blinding can make it harder for members of out-
groups to be hired. Blinding may prevent “positive” discrimination, in which recruiters look,
for example, to increase the number of women but can no longer be more generous toward
them (see, e.g., Behaghel, Crépon, & Le Barbanchon, 2015). The risk for our study is that people
positively inclined to give women and members of the outgroup higher evaluations would select
to be part of our experiment. However, the firm identified the group of innovation managers
participating in our experiment (limiting self-selection into the experiment). There is also no
opportunity to select into the online experiment based on being more lenient toward disadvan-
taged groups. This makes us conclude that selection into the experiment cannot explain the null
finding.

Third, blinding may be more effective when the person's identity is more tied to information
deemed critical for assessing ideas. Our null finding contrasts CV experiments in which women
with identical CVs often receive lower evaluations than men (e.g., Petit, 2007), and evidence
from entrepreneurship, where woman-led ventures are perceived as less viable (Lee &
Huang, 2018) and female-backed female entrepreneurs receive lower evaluations than men
(Snellman & Solal, 2023). In all these cases, the evaluation process is at least as much about the
person as it is about the idea, which may differ in our setting. Our null finding may arise
because the idea takes precedence over the person; the proposer's identity does not evoke infor-
mation deemed critical to idea evaluation. Even when we made the proposer's gender more
salient in the online experiment, we found no gender differences. Based on these findings, there
are good reasons to believe that blinding is not guaranteed to improve idea evaluation. It may
be ineffective if the idea proposer's identity does not unlock strong schemas that blinding could
curtail.

Fourth, people may apply different standards when evaluating than when selecting ideas,
and biases only manifest themselves in the selection. The “shifting standards model” in social
psychology (Biernat & Manis, 1994) suggests such a difference between evaluation and selec-
tion. For instance, when evaluating job candidates, a female candidate may be seen as “good
for being a woman.” However, in selection decisions where candidates (or ideas) are pitted
against each other as there are limited resources, there are usually greater biases (Joshi, Son, &
Roh, 2015; Koch, D'Mello, & Sackett, 2015). We study the evaluation of early stage ideas, which
still have a long way to go to eventual selection. The evaluators do not make the final selection
and have few budget constraints, which may reduce biases. This could explain why our results
differ from previous work focused on selection (e.g., Reitzig & Sorenson, 2013). This opens the
question of how to design evaluation and selection, as the ultimate selection requires favorable
evaluations along the way.
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We invite future research to explain why our surprising null finding occurs. We acknowl-
edge that the null finding is more robust for gender than that for organizational unit and loca-
tion because we have replicated it in the online experiment. Future research on blinding is
warranted to help explain our null finding. Our theorizing distinguished between strategic
favoritism and subconscious preferences. Blinding can only be effective against biases caused by
the withheld information. We blinded information on the idea proposer but left idea descrip-
tions unchanged. To the degree to which biases are prompted by, for example, more interesting,
exciting, and accessible idea descriptions, blinding is ineffective. Similarly, blinding could be
ineffective because the evaluator has learned about an idea before, a common complication for
academic peer review, where reviewers may have seen the paper presented at a conference. The
same can happen with ideas from the same unit or location. Future research could further
investigate such boundaries to effective blinding and the relative importance of strategic
vs. subconscious biases. Given that blinding did not improve idea evaluation in our experiment,
future research should investigate the costs of blinding. While blinding ideas is technically
straightforward and relatively costless to implement, missing out on blocked information has
opportunity costs. It reduces the potential to connect employees with similar interests and learn
from what other people are working on. After all, evaluation is not an end goal for companies
but one of many steps from an idea to a successful product. Blinding is potentially most helpful
on a smaller scale to determine whether, how, and where biases exist before scaling any idea
evaluation initiative within or across organizations.

Finally, the design and implementation of blinding may be less straightforward and more
context dependent than most studies assume. Our field experiment and the follow-up online
experiment are both “online,” in the sense of displaying information as text-on-screen. This is a
common practice to collect and assess ideas (Bayus, 2013; Beretta, 2019; Blohm, Ried]l, Fiiller, &
Leimeister, 2016; Poetz & Schreier, 2012), and future research will need to investigate potential
differences between traditional idea evaluation where evaluation panels and idea proposers can
meet up at the corporate headquarters and online idea evaluation—especially in terms of the
schemas they unlock, and the potential to blind the information that prompts their unraveling.
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