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Series Foreword

Series Editors

Edwin A. Fleishman

George Mason University

Jeanette N. Cleveland

Pennsylvania State University


There is a compelling need for innovative approaches to the solution of many pressing problems involving human relationships in today's society. Such approaches are more likely to be successful when they are based on sound research and applications. This Series in Applied Psychology offers publications that emphasize state-of-the-art research and its application to important issues of human behavior in a variety of social settings. The objective is to bridge both academic and applied interests.

We know from psychological research that people need knowledge of results to accomplish performance goals and improve their performance over time. Feedback generally is acknowledged as an essential component of many management functions, such as providing training and development, setting goals, building teams, and evaluating job performance. In the first edition to his book, Job Feedback, Dr. Manuel London described how research and experience have shown that feedback often is the weak link in the management process. Managers feel uncomfortable giving feedback, especially when it is negative. Often they do not know how to make feedback a constructive experience, how often to give feedback, or how specific to make it without sounding self-serving. Managers often worry that the person receiving the feedback will be defensive, ignore the message, or blame the messenger.

Even when feedback is positive, managers may fear that a “pat on the back” may go to a subordinate's head or antagonize the subordinate's coworkers. On the receiving end, employees often shy away from asking for feedback because they fear it will be negative, or because they think they will be perceived as looking for praise. As we pointed out in our Foreword to the first edition, such psychological and social dynamics suggest that managers need a better understanding of the importance of feedback and ways to make it constructive. Giving and receiving feedback are skills that need to be acquired and practiced. In the first edition, London described how feedback works and offered practical ideas, based on research, for improving the effectiveness of feedback in organizations.

The first edition covered the basic feedback-related processes by describing how people in organizations give, seek, and use performance feedback. Dr. London examined how givers of feedback process and evaluate information and prepare the message for delivery. He considered how the receivers of feedback react to and use the information, and showed how this happens informally during the normal course of daily events. He also showed how effective feedback processes can be incorporated into formal human resource programs, such as performance appraisal, upward and 360-degree surveys, and assessment centers. He also illustrated how feedback to groups can enhance their coordination and cooperation.

In today's world of rapid organizational change, people cannot assume that the organization will take care of their development needs. Supervisors and organizational systems may provide the resources that will enable individuals to learn how to take responsibility for their own development. However, people need to learn how to ask for feedback and use the information for self-assessment, development and career planning, and for monitoring their own progress. In his first edition, London showed how employees can get feedback not only from supervisors, but also from peers, subordinates, and customers. The manager's role is not just to give feedback, but to help the receiver make sense of the feedback in relation to other information about, for instance, changing business strategies and performance expectations. Managers and their subordinates can be held accountable for giving and using feedback.

Since the first edition of Job Feedback was published 6 years ago, there have been many advances in understanding how people give and receive feedback. New methods for feedback collection and delivery have been developed. Also, a number of performance management systems that incorporate feedback have been evaluated and enhanced. This second edition reports the latest job feedback research findings and program developments. It provides expanded chapters on how people evaluate themselves, relate to others who give them feedback, and process information about others. Also, there are substantially revised chapters on 360-degree feedback methods, and the volume updates research on the long-term effects of feedback on individuals and organizations. Additional new chapters examine how feedback is given and received in teams and cross-cultural organizations, and explores the impact that feedback has on changing technologies and new forms of work, such as virtual organizations. New data collection methods are described such as online survey methods and just-in-time feedback surveys customized by managers to seek the information they need to understand problem areas and track improvements in performance.

Manny London is particularly qualified to write this book. He draws on his 12-year corporate background, including his work developing human resource programs at AT&T, and his 14 years as a university professor, administrator, and consultant in performance management and career development. He has carried out research and written about career insight, management development, and 360-degree feedback programs. His research rests on social psychological principles of person perception, self-insight, and self-regulation as the foundation for organizational programs that support professional growth and performance improvement. His work demonstrates how feedback is central to continuous learning processes.

In this volume, London reports new research on the effect of feedback and executive coaching on later performance. He discusses the value of self-and peer evaluations and the relationship between personality and reactions to feedback. Highlighting self-development, the volume includes information on the development of online career resources for assessing one's own performance. The book also examines feedback methods and challenges in global, multicultural corporations. The studies described are models of how to design evaluations to assess the effects of feedback on learning and performance and how coaches help managers and executives use feedback.

This book complements the first edition of Job Feedback as well as the author's two other books in this Series: Leadership Development: Paths to Self-Insight and Professional Growth, and his edited volume, How People EvaluateOthers in Organizations. These books may be used together by practitioners and educators for a thorough treatment of how interpersonal and self-insight can enhance developmental processes.

Fortunately, London has kept the many positive features of the first edition. He describes the processes by which givers of feedback perceive and judge performance and receivers of feedback accept and use the information over time. The volume offers useful guidelines for how to give effective feedback under different conditions and how to hold people accountable for giving feedback, emphasizing that people need to be proactive in giving and receiving feedback. The volume shows the ways to increase formal and informal feedback and how goal setting allows people to calibrate feedback about their own performance.

This book clearly demonstrates how managers can be more effective in gathering and processing performance information about subordinates and feeding back this information in ways that are nonthreatening and lead to productive behavior changes. Also, the volume shows how human resource professionals and trainers can help managers give and use feedback more effectively. Overall, the volume demonstrates how organizations can foster a feedback-oriented, continuous learning environment. London's revised and expanded second edition (the book is 50% longer than the first edition) will be valuable in helping human resource practitioners, educators, and students to understand ways to encourage feedback in organizations and incorporate feedback methods in performance improvement systems and employee development programs.




Preface

Feedback is an anomaly. People have a general sense that feedback is good to give and receive. But many people avoid it like the plague. They are uncomfortable telling others they have done well, and they feel even more uncomfortable telling others they have performed poorly. Some people would just as soon not know how they did, and they dodge evaluations of their performance and opportunities to learn how they can improve.

This is not necessarily irrational. After all, sometimes people give feedback in a dysfunctional way, for instance, to hurt others' feelings and destroy their self-confidence. Or this may be the unintentional result. Others give or request feedback to influence how people see them.

Managers in various organizational settings rarely take time to give feedback. Most managers recognize that giving feedback is an important part of the manager's role, but they do not do it! They tend to let poor performance slide by rather than nip it in the bud. They ask me in puzzlement how to cope with poorly performing subordinates and how to improve marginal performers. Their subordinates complain that their managers rarely tell them how they are doing.

I know from personal experience that managers often shy away from giving feedback and have trouble dealing with subordinates' performance problems. I learned this when I was a manager of human resource and training at AT&T and later in my current role as faculty member and administrator at the State University of New York at Stony Brook. I also found this to be true in my consulting work for large and small organizations in government and the private sector.

My interest in feedback arose from my early research on the employment interview with Milton Hakel and performance appraisal with Richard Klimoski during my days as a graduate student at Ohio State University. I especially wanted to know how people perceive and make judgments about each other. I incorporated this interest in my work on career motivation at AT&T with Douglas Bray. We defined three components of career motivation: career insight (information about oneself and the organization), career identity (the goals one wants to accomplish), and career resilience (ability to overcome career barriers) (London, 1985). Feedback is an essential ingredient of an employee development program because people use information about themselves to formulate career goals.

Several years after studying career motivation and designing management development programs in ways that would strengthen managers' career insight, identity, and resilience, I began work with Arthur Wohlers and James Smither on a method to give managers information about how others see them. Termed multisource or 360-degree feedback, this method collects ratings about managers from their subordinates, peers, supervisors, customers, and/or suppliers. The managers also rate themselves. The technique has several goals. It is a source of information to help managers determine areas for development. It is a way to communicate to employees what elements of management are important, and that different constituencies have different views of the manager's role. It contributes to a continuous learning environment. Annual (or more frequent) administrations of the survey call attention to managers' need to track their accomplishments and improvement in areas key to effective boss—;subordinate, peer—;peer, and customer—;supplier relationships.

At the State University of New York at Stony Brook, I have continued my research on multisource feedback, applying the process in consulting projects in different types of organizations. I also began to flesh out the underlying psychological mechanisms and cognitive processes by which people use feedback. In a recent book, I examine interpersonal insight, showing how people evaluate and make decisions about others in organizations (London, 2001). My model of how people process information about themselves and others suggests that some information is processed mindlessly (London, 1995a). The information might reinforce our existing self-image, but it does not suggest ways whereby we can change and improve. Other information is processed mindfully. For this to happen, the information must set off an alarm in some way. This occurs when unexpected performance results do not fit existing categories of the way we view ourselves. A process that guides or forces people to pay attention to feedback may also be a wake-up call. As we process the information mindfully, we make attributions about its causes and ways whereby we can control or improve our behavior. Hopefully, this leads to constructive strategies for enhancing performance.

As I developed theory and conducted research on self and interpersonal insight, I realized that the concepts could be applied to improve feedback. I wanted to make my ideas practical and accessible to human resource practitioners and training professionals as well as students in these fields. This should be especially important in today's increasingly changing organizations in which high performance expectations and fair treatment are critical to success. In particular, I thought I could build on my work on career motivation, multisource feedback, and self and interpersonal insight to address how people give, seek, and use feedback and how better feedback systems could be built. This is my goal in this volume. I believe that people can learn to be more insightful about themselves and better observers of others. I draw on theory and research to address issues of practical concern. In doing so, I hope to contribute to the development of sound performance feedback strategies in organizations. I examine the many ways that organizations and individuals benefit from constructive feedback. I view feedback as a key to effective performance management, and I show how feedback affects learning, motivation, and interpersonal relationships.

Six years have elapsed since the first edition of Job Feedback was published. During this time, considerable theory and research have been published, and new organizational performance management and employee development programs have been created. This research and practice has focused on such topics as the accuracy of feedback, the effects of feedback on performance, the measurement of contextual and task elements of performance, the unique value of peer feedback, methods for constructive feedback, coaching as a support to help managers use feedback to set goals and track progress, the use of feedback for self-development and continuous learning, personality variables (e.g., self-monitoring, conscientiousness, and emotional stability) related to seeking and using feedback, multisource feedback, and organizational factors that affect support for feedback. New methods for linking strategic planning with individual goal setting and development emphasize that feedback is not an isolated event, but part of a strategic performance management process that starts with the organization's goals and includes the evaluation of performance outcomes in relation to these goals. Other new areas pertaining to feedback involve the emergence of globalization and cross-cultural factors affecting performance evaluations and the use of technology to collect performance data.

This second edition of Job Feedback updates the book by reporting developments in these areas. In addition, I reorganized content and added new material. In particular, the revision includes new chapters on person perception, multisource feedback, team feedback, and feedback in multicultural organizations. I include theoretical developments in person perception and social processes that address how people make performance judgments and provide feedback, and how people welcome, accept (or reject), and use feedback. I address the development of online feedback and career resources. I report new research on the effects of feedback over time. I describe the use of coaches and psychologists to help managers and executives use feedback reports and examine feedback in global, multicultural corporations. I provide methods for encouraging continuous learning (becoming a self-developer) and creating a feedback-oriented organizational culture. I describe feedback in teams, from a facilitator or supervisor to the team as a whole as well as feedback from members to each other and the team. Other features of this new edition are new rating methods (e.g., determining the number of scale points to use) and reports of research on rater attitudes, rater similarity, and reactions to feedback (e.g., accuracy and perceptions of usefulness). This volume provides examples of just-in-time, do-it-yourself multisource surveys available through the Web and feedback to geographically dispersed “virtual” teams. I cover recent literature on topics such as the effects of feedback on performance improvement, the effectiveness of feedback and coaching, the use of coaches to deliver feedback, the value of self-evaluations, personality and feedback, the use of feedback as a method to convey valued competencies and performance expectations, and self-regulation and self-development as a basis for continuous learning.

This is a research-based textbook on the nature of feedback and feedback processes associated with performance management. As such, it is meant primarily for students in courses on human resource management, career development, management development, and industrial and organizational psychology. It is also relevant for human resource (HR) professionals, industrial and organizational psychologists, and instructional technologists/trainers to help them design and fine tune management systems and career development programs. It also is relevant for managers and employees to help them understand how feedback operates and how they can improve the ways they give and use feedback. Job Feedback can be used as a supplementary textbook for human resource management courses and courses on performance management systems and appraisal. It fits well with my edited volume, HowPeople Evaluate Others in Organizations, published in 2001.

I am indebted to several colleagues whose work is represented here and cited at appropriate places. Edward Mone and I have written about how human resource systems can be designed to contribute to organizational change. Feedback is a central ingredient to our view of a comprehensive human performance system. I value Ed as a friend, colleague, and coauthor, and I continue to learn a great deal from his organizational insights. James Smither and I have written a number of papers on multisource ratings that have shaped my thinking about this increasingly important management tool. Jim is an innovative and careful researcher who has taught me about melding research and practice. Gerrit Wolf, my colleague at Stony Brook, continues to be an inspiration for creative ideas about management. I have benefited from his optimistic can-do philosophy. An anonymous reviewer was extremely helpful in revising this second edition. Last, but not least, I am indebted to my wife, Marilyn, and sons, David and Jared, who are never shy about giving me constructive feedback.

Manuel London





1 Introduction
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Meaningful feedback is central to performance management. Feedback guides, motivates, and reinforces effective behaviors and reduces or stops ineffective behaviors. However, although feedback is an important management tool, many people feel uncomfortable giving and receiving feedback. They may give feedback as a way of reinforcing their self-image or manipulating how others see them rather than a means of improving others' or their own performance. Givers of feedback may be destructive or hurtful intentionally or unintentionally. In addition, they may be biased by factors unrelated to actual performance and, as a result, convey useless information. Receivers of feedback may be apprehensive about being evaluated, defensive in the face of negative feedback, or apt to ignore information that could improve their performance.

People often use negative terms when they observe and describe others, whereas they use positive terms to describe themselves (Langer, 1992). As a result, feedback may be disappointing and possibly detrimental. No feedback at all may be better in some cases. Feedback is not effective regardless of the content and manner in which it is given and regardless of the receiver's sensitivity to the information. Support mechanisms are needed to ensure that feedback is understood and used to set goals for improvement.

Such support mechanisms focus on the recipient's ability to comprehend the feedback, the recipient's sensitivity to feedback, the context, and accountability mechanisms. The recipient's ability to comprehend the feedback may depend on the extent to which the feedback conforms to the recipient's cognitive processing capabilities (e.g., it is not too detailed), causes the recipient to think about the task from others’ perspectives, and can be applied to improve job performance. These conditions depend on the control and credibility of different sources and the clarity, reliability, and validity of the information they provide. They may also depend on the organizational standards and expectations for behaviors associated with different perspectives connoted by the information, and on the availability of coaching and role models showing how the feedback can be applied. The recipient's sensitivity to feedback reflects the extent to which the recipient wants to learn and is able and motivated to process information from different sources. The context refers to what is happening in the organization and the demands and stressors experienced by those who give and receive feedback. Such conditions differentiate the recipient's role from that of others and suggest reasons (and rationalizations) for differences in perspectives. Accountability mechanisms are ways that the organization holds people responsible for giving and using feedback. These mechanisms may include requiring the recipient to explain and justify the use of feedback, encouraging employees to recognize that people may have different viewpoints about the same event, expecting raters to provide accurate and meaningful ratings, and rewarding improved performance.

In this volume, I examine how people give, seek, and use performance feedback. I describe processes by which givers of feedback perceive and judge performance, and I outline information processes by which receivers of feedback absorb (accept, deny, or ignore) and apply feedback. I consider formal sources of feedback including performance appraisal, multisource (upward and 360-degree) survey feedback methods, and assessment centers. I also examine the ways that individuals and groups receive informal feedback. This includes guidelines for how to give effective feedback under different conditions and how to hold people accountable for giving feedback.

I focus on the receiver of feedback by considering self-assessment, feedback seeking, and reactions to feedback. Several chapters provide questionnaires that employees (and readers) can use to evaluate themselves. This includes self-assessment of performance and sensitivity to feedback from others. I emphasize that individuals need to be proactive in getting feedback and show how to increase feedback. I describe how employees can draw on peers, subordinates, and other co-workers as sources of feedback in addition to information from one's supervisor. I also suggest how people can be held accountable for using feedback.

I consider ways managers become coaches and developers of their subordinates, how they establish long-term, growth-oriented relationships that enhance individual and group performance. I give special attention to ways managers use feedback to increase coordinated behavior in groups and generate win-win resolutions to conflict. I also show how goal setting permits people to get feedback about their own performance relative to their goals.

Overall, this volume demonstrates how managers can be more effective in gathering and processing performance information about subordinates, rating performance appraisals and multisource feedback surveys and feeding back this information in a way that is nonthreatening and leads to productive changes in behavior. Also, it shows how employees can gather, accept, and use meaningful performance information from appraisals, surveys, and informal discussions to change their own behavior. In doing so, the volume suggests how human resource practitioners and training professionals can help managers give and use feedback more effectively.

Because considerable work is done in teams and organizations are “going global,” I examine feedback in teams and cross-cultural (multinational) organizations. Also, because advancing communications technologies make feedback and development as close, as accessible and as portable as a wireless laptop computer, I examine how technology provides new means of collecting feedback and providing developmental resources. In addition, I consider how feedback is a means of communicating changing competency requirements as the nature of work evolves. I demonstrate how feedback programs are integrated into performance management systems to promote an organizational culture that supports continuous learning.


Background

Industrial and organizational psychologists have devoted considerable attention to studying and guiding formal performance appraisal processes, but less attention to feedback delivery and use. However, psychologists have long recognized the value of feedback to enhance job challenge,increase motivation, and facilitate learning when the information is meaningful and given in a helpful way. Knowledge of results is a critical psychological component of motivation that stems from performance feedback inherent in the task or job. Moreover, feedback is an important element of career motivation. Insight about oneself and the environment affects the stability and direction of one's career behavior. Such insight stems from performance feedback and information about potentially fruitful career directions. Also, feedback is an important element in learning. We know that people learn by modeling others, trying new behavior, and receiving feedback on how well they are doing.

That people do not like to give negative feedback is not surprising. They know that the recipient is likely to be defensive or hurt. However, many people avoid even patting others on the back for good performance. Some managers seem to feel embarrassed or threatened about giving favorable feedback that a subordinate or coworker deserves. Employees sometimes request feedback, but they usually do not do so when the results are likely to be negative and they cannot avoid accepting blame.

Unfortunately, many managers do not know how to give feedback, to say nothing of coaching and developing subordinates. Some do not even see giving feedback as part of their jobs. Indeed, they may view performance discussions as a distraction from day-to-day operations. They decry the expense of individual development that may result from feedback discussions, and they fear loosing an employee’s loyalty and friendship from negative feedback. Managers' reluctance to give feedback is especially problematic in organizations faced with tight resources and employee cutbacks. Standards of performance are increasing in these firms, and more and higher quality work is expected of everyone who remains. Marginal performance cannot be tolerated for long.



Elements of Feedback

Performance information may be objective, resulting from clearly visible performance output. Moreover, the amount and type of information may be under the control of the employees, who can select the information they want about how well they are doing. On the other hand, performance information may be subjective, arising from formal and informal evaluations made by others. Employees may seek such information on their own. More likely, their supervisor or coworkers deliver the information, whether employees want it or not. Employees may be receptive or defensive depending on factors such as the favorability of the feedback, the source's intention to be constructive, and the employee's self-confidence. The source's willingness to give feedback depends on factors such as the source’s ability to communicate, the source's comfort with giving a performance evaluation face-to-face or in writing, and the source's ability and desire to coach the employee in using the information to improve performance. Giving feedback may also depend on whether the organization expects performance feedback to be delivered as part of the management process.

Unfortunately, feedback has its dark side. For instance, managers may avoid giving feedback or may deliberately give destructive feedback. I cover the psychological, social, and situational antecedents of these all too common occurrences. I show how people give and seek feedback in ways that manage others' impressions of them. I relate destructive feedback to harassment and other forms of treatment abuse and discrimination on the job. I show how to encourage constructive feedback, develop functional feedback and growth-oriented interpersonal relationships, and discourage destructive feedback and dysfunctional interpersonal relationships.



Human Resource Programs

Mindful of human resource practice, I present examples of feedback methods integrated with different appraisal techniques. I also offer guidelines for improving the value of feedback and its use by recipients. This should help managers who struggle with the difficulty of discussing an individual's performance face-to-face with that individual. I show how improved feedback processes can be integrated into more effective and comprehensive human performance systems. Psychological and organizational barriers that intervene in the giving of effective feedback are discussed. I show how to design feedback systems for collecting reliable and telling information about performance from multiple sources and viewpoints, and I present ideas for program development that can be used in managerial assessment and training.

The volume is intended to be valuable for designing employee development programs, training supervisors in performance management, establishing more challenging jobs, building an integrated human performance system, and creating environments that enhance employees' career motivation. I cover ways to provide interdependent group members with information that increases their coordination and cooperation. I also demonstrate how to hold managers accountable for giving and using feedback.


A Word About Legal Issues

Managers must be aware of the legal implications of feedback. The performance review process must be conducted in a professional and fair manner, focused on behaviors and outcomes (not personalities) and free of discrimination unrelated to job performance. Any performance appraisal system used to make an employment decision about a member of a protected class (e.g., based on age, race, religion, gender, or national origin) must be a valid system (i.e., an accurate measure of performance associated with job requirements), or it may be challenged in the courts (based, for instance, on Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the Civil Rights Act of 1991, and the Age Discrimination in Employment Act of 1975). The use of rating systems that depend on subjective criteria and personality trait evaluations rather than evaluations of behavior may very well be worse than using none at all. Appraisals are subject to raters' subjective biases and prejudices (see chapter 5). Appraisal systems linked to goal setting must involve an ongoing procedure, such as the review process recommended in this volume (chapter 10). If only an annual or semiannual review meeting occurs that covers only the most recent performance information, it may not be a valid system, or may not provide acceptable justification for personnel decisions.

In addition to frequent performance discussions, ongoing documentation in behavioral terms is recommended. However, it must be remembered that this material is discoverable in a court suit, so it must be accurate and factual. The supervisor should be clear with the subordinate at the outset of the performance period about how the appraisal will be used. Also, managers should review their appraisals of subordinates with the next level of supervision as a way of holding the manager accountable for a thorough and fair evaluation.

A related legal and social issue is sexual harassment. Harassment can easily masquerade as feedback. Sexual harassment involves sexual favors or the creation of an environment that tolerates unwelcome sexual advances or language. The organization should have a clear policy prohibiting such behavior. Moreover, the performance review guidelines and associated training should include reference to this policy and should indicate that care should be taken to guard against creating a hostile environment in the review process. This includes any sexual advances, innuendos, or vulgar statements that an employee could consider hostile or objectionable.




Overview

This volume is divided into four sections. The first section covers perceptual processes that influence how people perceive themselves and use feedback, and how they perceive others as they prepare to give feedback. The second section describes means of collecting feedback data (appraisals, multisource feedback surveys, and assessment centers). The third section outlines ways to support people in using feedback (performance review and coaching) and hold them accountable for performance improvement. The final section examines current organizational and technological trends that influence feedback, ultimately leading to a feedback-oriented, continuous learning corporate culture.

The first section on person perception includes four chapters. Chapter 2 covers how and why feedback works. It examines why some people are so uncomfortable giving and receiving feedback. I enumerate the many potential benefits of feedback, distinguish between constructive and destructive feedback, and describe conditions that enhance feedback effectiveness.

Chapter 3 shows how people evaluate themselves. I review the literature on variables that determine the gap between self-ratings and ratings from others. This feedback gap is supposed to signal the need for development. However, some people may not see the need for change when they evaluate themselves more highly than others evaluate them. I look at variables that determine the extent to which people evaluate themselves accurately, revise their self-perceptions, establish goals for performance improvement, and make learning an ongoing process.

Chapter 4 continues the discussion about person perception by turning to interpersonal dynamics associated with giving and receiving feedback. It covers reactions to formal and informal feedback, self-regulatory mechanisms, feedback seeking, and impression management.

Chapter 5 focuses on how people process information about others as sources of feedback. The chapter covers research on the accuracy of interpersonal perceptions. It describes cognitive processes people use to encode, store, and decode information before giving feedback. The chapter discusses the effects on rater motivation, observation skills, and information-distorting biases.

The second section of the book describes methods for collecting feedback data. Chapter 6 describes traditional performance appraisal methods including a variety of commonly used rating methods. The chapter even covers “ratingless” appraisals as a way to avoid labeling people with a numeric rating.

Chapter 7 begins a discussion of multisource feedback surveys. These popular surveys collect ratings from a variety of sources: supervisors, subordinates, peers, and customers. The chapter explains why multisource feedback is used by so many companies as input for development. It outlines the pros and cons of using multisource feedback for development alone or for both development and administrative decisions. Guidelines for developing and implementing multisource feedback methods are offered.

Chapter 8 considers how employees react to multisource feedback and the extent to which it relates to behavior change and performance improvement. The chapter offers recommendations for evaluating multisource feedback programs. Chapter 9 describes assessment centers, computerized assessment, and business simulations as other sources of feedback.

The third section of the book indicates ways to support the use of feedback. Chapter 10 examines the manager's role as a provider of feedback. It describes how people come to realize that they really do need to change. Goal setting is examined as a key factor in making feedback useful. Feedback is likely to have little value if people do not use feedback to set goals for improvement and then achieve their goals. The chapter also emphasizes the manager's role in performance management, recommending ways for supervisors to conduct constructive performance reviews with their subordinates.

Chapter 11 expands the discussion of performance management beyond the review to encompass an ongoing process of feedback monitoring and development. The chapter describes ways for supervisors to support their subordinates' performance management by providing resources for their development and by serving as a coach. The chapter covers the role of external executive coach and shows how senior managers can learn to be effective coaches, cascading coaching down through their organizations.

Chapter 12 considers ways to hold managers accountable for giving and using feedback. Forces and mechanisms that contribute to feelings of accountability are described as means of increasing attention for careful ratings and serious deliberations about the meaning of feedback.

The final section of the volume, Future Directions, reflects how changes in organizations are influencing the importance and use of feedback. Chapter 13 discusses feedback in teams and cross-cultural organizations. Teams have become an increasingly common method for getting complex, cross-functional work done in organizations because of the need for input from people with different skills. Also, organizations have become more global, expanding operations and forming partnerships around the world. The chapter looks at how teams (including virtual teams with geographically dispersed members) form shared expectations and use feedback about the performance of individual team members and the team as a whole to meet the organization's performance goals. The chapter also reports research on cultural effects of performance ratings in multinational organizations.

Chapter 14 concludes the book by describing the effects of changing technologies and jobs on feedback and development. It shows how computer-based technologies offer ways to collect and deliver feedback, set goals, receive coaching, and learn new skills. I define a feedback oriented corporate culture, ways to increase employees' feedback orientation, and methods to support continuous learning.

In summary, this volume shows the value of meaningful feedback. Feedback is important for communicating changing job requirements and providing a basis for setting goals to guide performance improvement and career development. Feedback is essential for managing in times of increasing organizational complexity. It is important for strong self-esteem and accurate attributions of positive and negative outcomes. Also, feedback is vital for effective performance management: directing behavior, coaching, overcoming marginal performance, and reinforcing excellent performance.





I PERSON PERCEPTION





2 How and Why Feedback Works

DOI: 10.4324/9781410608871-2


Feedback is the information people receive about their performance. It conveys an evaluation about the quality of their performance behaviors. Giving feedback is “the activity of providing information to staff members about their performance on job expectations” (Hillman, Schwandt, & Bartz, 1990, p. 20). Feedback is an important part of the education process. Test grades let students know what they have achieved and what they must learn to do better next time. People at work give feedback to reinforce others' good behavior and correct their poor behavior. The recipient of feedback judges its value and determines whether to accept and act on the feedback, reject it, or ignore it. Feedback has different purposes at different career stages. It helps newcomers learn the ropes, midcareer employees to improve performance and consider opportunities for development, and late career employees to maintain their productivity. Managers are an important source of feedback because they establish performance objectives and provide rewards for attaining those objectives. Other sources of feedback are coworkers, subordinates, and customers.

This chapter, based in part on London, 1995c, describes why people feel uncomfortable about feedback. I consider the benefits of feedback and provide some initial suggestions for ensuring that feedback is worthwhile. I draw on the scientific literature to learn about the characteristics of feedback, feedback providers, and feedback recipients that may determine whether feedback is effective. Finally, I distinguish between constructive and destructive feedback purposes, styles, and behavior.


Feelings About Feedback

Consider how you respond to feedback. Do you like being told how well you are doing on a project? Although you think you have done a good job, do you feel more confident hearing commendation from others? When you think you could have done a better job, do you still feel good when others think you did a good job? Is it important for you to know what people think about your work? (Fedor, Rensvold, and Adams, 1992, used questions on these topics to measure employees' reactions to feedback.)

Do you perceive receiving feedback as risky? Do you believe your boss would think worse of you if you asked him or her for feedback? Would you be nervous about asking your boss or coworkers how they evaluate your behavior? Do you feel it is not a good idea to ask your coworkers for feedback because they might think you are incompetent? Are you embarrassed to ask your coworkers for their impression of how you are doing at work? Would your coworkers think worse of you if you asked them for feedback? Do you believe it is better to try figuring out how you are doing on your own instead of asking your coworkers for feedback? (These questions are based on Ashford's [ 1986] willingness to seek feedback scale.)

Even someone who shies away from seeking feedback directly may still crave it. Do you find yourself eavesdropping on other supervisors to get different points of view about your performance? Do you pay close attention to how your supervisor acts toward you to figure out where you stand? Do you keep your ears open in case your supervisor has any more information about your performance? Do you pay close attention to the feedback your supervisor gives to your coworkers? (These questions are based on Ashford and Tsui's [ 1991 ] scale for assessing employees' feedback-seeking behavior.)

Feedback is a touchy issue in organizations. Of course people like being told when they are doing well, but they probably do not take the risk to request feedback unless they are pretty sure the information will be positive. Indeed, they may ask for feedback in a way that ensures that they only get favorable information. In general, people are apprehensive about being evaluated. They fear failure, and they would just as soon not know what others think of their performance rather than receive painful information even if it could help them. Learning from feedback often requires overcoming a mental block—the tendency to rationalize, ignore, or avoid feedback.

Many people feel the same way about giving feedback as they do about receiving it. Some managers see little practical value in the performance feedback discussion. They foresee primarily aversive consequences from giving negative feedback (Napier & Latham, 1986). Managers generally view the feedback discussion as an unpleasant situation to be avoided, postponed, and handled hurriedly (Kopelman, 1986; Meyer, 1991). Therefore, unless they want deliberately to abuse someone, they shy away from giving negative feedback. They know it puts the receiver on the defensive and leads to an uncomfortable situation at best. Being tactful and clear at the same time is difficult. Managers also may feel embarrassed about giving positive feedback. Feeling that they are laying bare inner feelings, they worry that they will be perceived as ingratiating. They may believe that saying something positive now makes it harder to say something negative later, or they may fear that the receiver will expect a reward they cannot provide.

Consider a few examples. Some of these are examples of feedback in action; some represent failures in feedback giving; some represent desire for feedback; and some represent problems of not giving feedback. A sales manager who recently lost his job in the latest company downsizing asked his boss, “Why me?” The boss gave him several examples of customers who had complained. The manager wondered why his boss had not mentioned these problems earlier.

Here is another example. A supervisor wanted to let a subordinate know he had done a great job on a project, but she did not want the subordinate to expect a raise the supervisor could not provide. She therefore did not say anything at all about the subordinate's performance.

Next, consider a graphics designer who liked working with a particular client because the client was clear about what she liked and did not like. The client usually was satisfied, and told him so. Other clients would accept a job with little comment. Some of them, however, would not return with new business, and the designer was never sure why.

Think about a company that started a new rating program that asked subordinates and coworkers to rate every manager each year. Managers in the company tended to ignore the feedback reports. They did not have a chance to rate top management, and they saw no reason why they should pay attention to the way their subordinates evaluated them.

A young manager with only 2 years of experience after college felt she should have clearer career direction. She wished she had a plan that would move her ahead in the business. She did not know what kind of future she had with the company. She envied a colleague in another department who had frequent discussions with her manager about career opportunities. Her friend had a good idea what she would have to do to be promoted, and she even had a career plan that indicated the types of assignments she should have during the next 5 years.

One of the first lessons learned by newly appointed members to a quality improvement team was that total quality management requires data on customer satisfaction. The team developed indexes of performance quality and a tracking mechanism to collect and analyze the information.

Self-managing work teams in an automobile parts plant reviewed their production data at the end of each day. They tracked results weekly to evaluate fluctuations in performance and test the effectiveness of improvement methods.

As a final example, negotiation team members in a labor dispute met after each bargaining session to discuss the opposing team’s reactions to offers and counteroffers presented during the session.

These examples show that performance feedback comes in many forms. Moreover, feedback is important to individual and group performance. Now we consider why it works.



The Benefits of Feedback

Research on feedback indicates a number of reasons why it is so important to enhance work outcomes. Feedback has a number of positive effects. Consider the following effects based on literature reviews by Ilgen, Fisher, and Taylor (1979), Larson (1984), London (1988), and Nadler (1979): Feedback directs behavior (i.e., it keeps goal-directed behavior on course). Feedback influences future performance goals, essentially creating objectives for achieving higher levels of performance in the future. Employees know what they can do well, and how much better than can do if they try harder. Positive feedback itself is reinforcing. Even if it does not lead to some material outcome, such as more money, people appreciate knowing when they have done will. Such feedback heightens their sense of achievement and internal motivation. Feedback increases employees' abilities to detect errors on their own. They know what performance elements are important and what levels of performance are expected. As such, feedback sets standards of performance, and employees learn to evaluate themselves against these standards. In addition, feedback enhances individual learning. Employees realize what they need to know and what they must do to improve. Seeking self-knowledge is a prerequisite for and motivator of growth and improvement.

Feedback has other benefits as well. It increases motivation by demonstrating what behaviors contribute to successful performance. It helps people clarify their beliefs about the effects of their behavior. They learn the extent to which their good behavior contributes to rewards and their poor behavior contributes to their being deprived of these rewards or being punished in some way. They also learn what aspects of the situation beyond their control influences these outcomes. Feedback increases the salience of the information and the importance of the feedback process.

People used to receiving feedback learn to seek it out. Also, they know how to ask for feedback they can use. In a group setting, feedback focuses group members' attention on the same performance elements and provides all of them with a common perspective. This is helpful when group members depend on each other to complete the task, when they have different roles, and when they want their teammates to like them.

Feedback increases in the amount of power and control employees feel. This applies to both the source of feedback and the recipient. Providers of feedback understand how information can improve others' performance. Recipients of feedback recognize how information helps them take control of their own performance. Regular feedback helps them feel they can cope with performance problems by being able to make incremental changes in their behavior and see the effects. Feedback increases employees’ feeling of involvement in the task. They recognize how they contribute to the task, and they feel a sense of task ownership and importance. Feedback about individual performance coupled with information about environmental conditions and opportunities helps employees form a career identity that is challenging and potentially rewarding. In negotiations, feedback is a mechanism for evaluating offers. In decision making, feedback about the results of the decision helps groups and individuals to recognize cognitive biases (e.g., the tendency to overly weight information that is worded negatively) and avoid these biases in the future.

In summary, feedback has value because it directs and motivates behavior. It has reward value in and of itself. It provides paths for career development. It contributes to increased self-awareness and willingness to engage in self-assessment. It enhances supervisor–subordinate relationships, fosters group development, and improves service quality and customer responsiveness. However, the benefits of feedback depend a great deal on how the feedback is delivered.



The Source's Reactions

Feedback is a dynamic process between source and recipient, and giving feedback affects the source as well as the recipient (Larson, 1984). For instance, supervisors say that they like subordinates to whom they give positive feedback and dislike subordinates to whom they give negative feedback. Also, giving feedback may increase the ease with which supervisors recall specifics about subordinates' behavior. In addition, giving feedback may increase supervisors' feelings of control over subordinates, especially if subordinates actually improve their performance. However, supervisors may perceive that they have less control over subordinates if the feedback is followed by declines in performance.

Subordinates realize when their supervisors prefer to avoid giving negative feedback. Employees who believe they are performing poorly use feedback-seeking strategies that minimize negative performance feedback as a way of maintaining their positive self-esteem (Larson, 1988). As a consequence, they receive less negative feedback than may be warranted. This makes worse an already poor relationship between the supervisor and subordinate. As the performance problem persists, the supervisor is likely to see it as more severe, becoming increasingly angry and resentful toward the subordinate (Baron, 1988). When the feedback is public, supervisors try to be consistent, making it harder to correct the situation by giving accurate feedback.



Constructive Feedback

Feedback is constructive when it offers concrete information that can be used. The intent is to help (i.e., to maintain, correct, or improve behavior). It is provided in such a way that it is used by the recipient. It is clear and easily understood. Moreover, it is interpreted similarly by the source and recipient.

Constructive feedback is not necessarily positive, although it may begin with positive feedback to capture the recipient's attention and involvement. The focus is on the recipient's behavior. It does not blame the recipient or threaten the recipient's self-concept. It takes into account the recipient's ability to comprehend and absorb the information. Too much information or data that are too complex may be distorted, ignored, or misunderstood. In addition, constructive feedback is frequent. Giving feedback should be a common practice, not an unusual occurrence that seems to have momentous implications. Moreover, it should be timely so that the recipient knows just what behaviors and performance outcomes are in question. Feedback should occur immediately or soon after the behavior or performance it is intended to critique.

Feedback should be relevant to elements of performance that contribute to task success and that are under the recipient's control. In addition, feedback should come from a credible source, one taken seriously and believed to be accurate. Recipients will have a difficult time denying or ignoring such information. Feedback should be accompanied by explanation so the recipient understands how it can be applied to improve task performance. The source of the feedback should not take it for granted that the recipient will know what to do with the feedback. Also, support mechanisms should be available to help the recipient profit from the feedback. These may include training or special job assignments that allow the recipient to practice and improve.

Understandably, supervisors are hesitant to give negative performance feedback to subordinates they like. Poorly performing subordinates receive less feedback than highly performing subordinates (Larson, 1986). However, when managers give poor performance feedback, they tend to be more specific than when they give positive performance feedback in order to be as helpful as possible to the poor performer. Managers delay evaluating and giving feedback to moderately low performers, and they evaluate them with more positive distortion than they evaluate moderately high performers (Benedict & Levine, 1988). Positive distortion includes selective transmission of bad news in which only neutral messages are provided and unpleasant portions are avoided. Inflating the ratings decreases the possibility that feedback will be received negatively. Moreover, distortion increases when the raters feel they will be publicly accountable for the feedback (i.e., subordinates know who is giving the negative feedback).

In general, people are more willing to give feedback and guide its effective use when the recipient can control the results, the results are positive, the source and recipient get along well, and the source and recipient agree (Larson, 1984). Also, people are more willing to give feedback when the information is salient (perceived to be important by the recipient and source), the feedback is tied to organizational rewards such as a pay raise, the source of feedback is dependent on the recipient in some way (e.g., for excellent performance), the source is responsible for providing the data (it is in the source's job description), and there are positive norms in the organization for giving feedback (e.g., other managers do it and it is widely accepted as part of the management role).


Contrasting Constructive and Destructive Feedback

Constructive feedback is specific and considerate (Baron, 1988). It may recognize that some portion of the cause for poor performance results from factors beyond the subordinate's control. Also, constructive feedback attributes good performance to internal causes, such as the subordinate's effort and ability. This assumes, of course, that these attributions are appropriate. The feedback does not blame people for negative outcomes, and it recognizes people for their accomplishments. When a problem or weakness is evident, suggestions are made for improvement. Sample statements from the feedback source include the following: “I think there's a lot of room for improvement”; “You did the best you could under the circumstances”; “You should give more attention to …” Destructive feedback is the obverse, including general comments about performance, an inconsiderate tone, attribution of poor performance to internal factors, and possibly threats. The feedback source might say, “You didn't even try.” “You can't seem to do anything right”; or “If you don't improve, I'll get someone else to do it.”

Not surprisingly, people react more positively to positive feedback. Managers who receive more favorable feedback are more likely to accept the results as accurate, less likely to be defensive, and more likely to use the feedback for development (Brett & Atwater, 2001). One study found that this was especially the case for feedback from subordinates, more so than for feedback from peers (Facteau, Facteau, Schoel, Russell, & Poteet, 1998). Managers who feel accountable for using feedback are indeed more likely to use it to guide their development (Leonard & Williams, 2001).

In several laboratory studies, Robert Baron (1988) reported that undergraduates receiving destructive feedback expressed lower self-efficacy on subsequent tasks than those receiving constructive feedback. Destructive feedback led subordinates to feel more anger and tension, and to report that they would handle future disagreements with the source of feedback through resistance and avoidance instead of collaboration and compromise. Furthermore, Baron (1988) found that employees believed that poor use of criticism was a more important cause of conflict than some other factors, such as competition over resources or disputes over jurisdiction. Later research found that trainees who received feedback attributing their performance to factors within their control had higher task efficacy and improved learning (Martocchio & Dulebohn, 1994).



Destructive Behavior

We can learn about the nature and effects of destructive feedback from studies of abusive behavior (Bassman, 1992). Although abuse in the workplace may not be as blatant as in other settings, it still occurs, and can be destructive to employees' careers and self-esteem. Moreover, it may take the form of illegal behavior (e.g., sexual harassment or treatment discrimination). Profiles of domestic abusers include feelings of weakness and powerlessness (Fleming, 1979). Abusers are unable to tolerate frustration, have a low level of impulse control, frequently are overly dependent emotionally on their victim, and exhibit excessive jealousy. They have two sides to their personality, presenting a nice person to the outside world (the pillar of the community) while exercising a form of domestic terrorism at home. Couples who deal ineffectively with conflict use aversive control strategies (e.g., criticism) as ineffectual ways to alter each other's behavior. Abusive, destructive behavior is learned, and abusers often come from families with a history of similar behavior.

This pattern also may hold for abusers in the workplace, including supervisors who give abusive feedback. The supervisor's power may lead him or her to manipulate the subordinate, losing sight of the subordinate's feelings and abilities. The hierarchical power of the organization means that supervisors who harass subordinates control a variety of resources. This makes abused employees similar to other victims of abuse (Bassman, 1992). The victim's oppositional or succumbing reactions reinforce the abuser, creating a gradually escalating series of punishing behaviors. Such a cycle may apply to supervisors who are insecure about their own power. Powerless authority figures use coercive methods to provoke resistance and aggression. This prompts them to become even more coercive, controlling, and restrictive (Kanter, 1977). Such aversive control strategies tend to multiply over time and tend to be reciprocated, resulting in long-term costs and dysfunctional relationships (Jacobson & Margolin, 1979).



Examples of Constructive and Destructive Feedback

Behaviors associated with constructive and destructive feedback depend on the nature of the relationship between supervisor and subordinate. Consider three types of relationships: those characterized primarily by control, reward, or affiliation. In control-dominated relationships, the supervisor's motivation is to control or be in a position of power over the subordinate. In reward-dominated relationships, the supervisor uses available rewards to affect the subordinate's behavior. In affiliation-dominated relationships, the supervisor wants to maintain a friendly relationship with the subordinate. Each of these dominant role relationships helps us to understand different types of constructive and destructive feedback. It should be kept in mind that negative feedback can be constructive or destructive depending on how it is presented. Positive feedback may be destructive under some circumstances, for instance, if the value of the positive behavior is minimized or undervalued by the source.

Characteristics of control include power, negotiation, demeanor, tone, and values. The supervisor's intention in constructive, control-dominated relationships is to empower the subordinate and concentrate on ways they can both win. The supervisor is respectful and patient and adheres to the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” The supervisor's intention in destructive, control-dominated relationships is to be domineering. The supervisor behaves as if this were as zero sum game in which only the supervisor or subordinate can win and one of them must lose. The supervisor is curt and expects the subordinate to “do as I say, not as I do.”

Characteristics of reward-dominated relationships are behavior continuity, confidence building, evaluation and reward, attribution, timing, and focus. The supervisor's intention in constructive, reward-dominated relationships is to encourage and reinforce a can-do attitude. The supervisor praises the subordinate, attributing favorable outcomes to the subordinate's behavior and ability and negative outcomes to environmental factors beyond the subordinate's control. Feedback is given soon after the behavior occurs, and the focus is the task itself. The supervisor's intention in destructive, reward-dominated relationships is to discourage the subordinate. The subordinate's confidence is diminished if not destroyed through belittling, disparagement, ridicule, and demeaning words and actions (e.g., labeling or name calling). Positive reinforcement is withheld and negative reinforcement is given. Favorable outcomes are attributed to external causes, whereas negative outcomes are attributed to the subordinate's behavior or ability. Feedback is delayed, and the focus is on the subordinate as a person rather than the task.

Characteristics of affiliation-dominated relationships are expression of feelings and, more generally, communication. The supervisor's intention in constructive, support-dominated relationships is a controlled expression of his or her feelings. Communication is open, two-way, clear, frequent, and face-to-face. The supervisor reveals information about him-or herself as a way to gain confidence and trust and provide a level playing field for honest discussion of the subordinate's strengths and weaknesses. The supervisor strives to be fair and treat subordinates equally. The supervisor provides the subordinate with considerable attention and may deliberately or unwittingly increase or foster learning (a positive Pygmalian effect; Eden, 1992). The supervisor's intention in destructive, support-dominated relationships is to vent, personally benefiting from emotional catharsis regardless of its effects on the subordinate. Communication is closed and one-way. Messages are oblique and confusing. In general, communication is infrequent and indirect. Feedback is given indirectly by talking behind the subordinate's back. The supervisor is self-protective and secretive about his or her own characteristics, not wanting to reveal information that may suggest weaknesses and lack of dependability. The supervisor discriminates unfairly in evaluating and providing information to subordinates, demonstrating personal biases unrelated to the needs of the task or organization. The supervisor provides the subordinate with little attention and may deliberately or unwittingly prevent learning (a negative Pygmalian effect; Oz & Eden, 1994).

Characteristics of all types of relationships (whether based on control, reward, or affiliation) are focus, behavior, and rationality.
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