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We review evidence showing that multisource feedback ratings are re-
lated to other measures of leadership effectiveness and that different rater
sources conceptualize performance in a similar manner. We then describe
a meta-analysis of 24 longitudinal studies showing that improvement in
direct report, peer, and supervisor ratings over time is generally small. We
present a theoretical framework and review empirical evidence suggest-
ing performance improvement should be more likely for some feedback
recipients than others. Specifically, improvement is most likely to occur
when feedback indicates that change is necessary, recipients have a posi-
tive feedback orientation, perceive a need to change their behavior, react
positively to the feedback, believe change is feasible, set appropriate
goals to regulate their behavior, and take actions that lead to skill and
performance improvement.

It has been nearly 10 years since London and Smither (1995) evalu-
ated the state of multisource feedback practice and offered theory-based
propositions for understanding how people process and use the feedback.
This article assesses progress in the field, especially focusing on the ex-
tent to which feedback recipients improve their performance after receiv-
ing multisource feedback. We argue that practitioners should not expect
large, widespread performance improvement after employees receive mul-
tisource feedback. Instead, we present a theoretical model that suggests
some feedback recipients should be more likely to improve than others.
First, we review empirical evidence concerning the validity of multisource
feedback. This is important because it would make little sense to focus
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our attention on multisource feedback unless there is convincing evidence
that multisource ratings are related to other indices of performance and
effectiveness. Second, we present a meta-analysis of longitudinal studies
of multisource feedback in order to examine the amount of improvement
(i.e., in multisource feedback ratings) that occurs following receipt of mul-
tisource feedback. Third, we present a preliminary theoretical model and
review evidence concerning factors that might enhance the likelihood of
performance improvement following receipt of multisource feedback.

Validity of Multisource Feedback

Two lines of evidence speak to the validity of multisource ratings. A
number of studies have shown that multisource ratings are related to a
variety of performance measures and hence provide evidence concerning
the concurrent validity of multisource ratings. Other studies have examined
whether different rater sources (e.g., peers, direct reports) conceptualize
performance in a similar manner.

Concurrent Validity of Multisource Ratings

Evidence for the validity of multisource ratings is broadly considered
here and includes research comparing multisource ratings with assessment
center performance, annual appraisals, objective performance data, and the
satisfaction and turnover intentions of subordinates.

Three studies (Atkins & Wood, 2002; Helland, Hoffman, & Smith,
2003; Warech, Smither, Reilly, Millsap, & Reilly, 1998) have shown a
positive relationship between multisource ratings and assessment center
performance. In a study of upward feedback, Smither and Walker (2004)
found that ratees who received more favorable narrative comments from
their direct reports also received a more favorable annual review from their
supervisors. Ostroff, Atwater, and Feinberg (2004) reported that subordi-
nate and peer ratings were positively related to appraisals of overall perfor-
mance made by the feedback recipients’ supervisors. Subordinate and peer
ratings also displayed a small (albeit statistically significant) positive rela-
tionship with feedback recipients’ compensation and organizational level.
Conway, Lombardo, and Sanders (2001), conducting a meta-analysis of
correlations, found that both direct report and peer ratings accounted for
significant variation in objective measures (e.g., production, profit) over
and above other sources. Erickson and Allen (2003) found that multi-
source feedback ratings were positively related to retail store outcomes,
such as revenue, gross margin, and sales of accessories and service con-
tracts in a sample of 573 store managers. Smither and Walker (2001)
found that upward feedback ratings of bank branch managers correlated
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significantly with branch measures of customer loyalty (e.g., a cus-
tomer’s stated intentions to remain a customer). Church (2000) found that
managers who received more favorable multisource feedback had lower
turnover and higher service quality in their workgroups. Finally, Atwater,
Brett, and Ryan (2004) found that increases in subordinate ratings over
a 1-year period were related to increases in subordinate satisfaction and
engagement with work and decreases in subordinates’ turnover intentions.

Do Different Rater Sources Conceptualize Performance in a Similar
Manner?

Cheung (1999) has noted the potential problems that could arise from
conceptual disagreement that might occur between rater sources (i.e., con-
cerning the number of factors measured by multisource survey items or the
items associated with each factor). Several recent studies have examined
this question. Mount, Judge, Scullen, Sytsma, and Hezlett (1998) found
that method effects were more strongly associated with individual raters
than with the rater’s role, with the possible exception that supervisor ratings
may constitute a separate method factor because they are more likely to
share a common frame of reference based on their experience and training.
Their study also showed trait effects (human relations, technical, and ad-
ministrative performance) suggesting that raters have similar views on the
distinctiveness of traits. Facteau and Craig (2001) and Maurer, Raju, and
Collins (1998), using confirmatory factor analysis, examined covariance
matrices across groups and found that the number of factors and the item
loadings on those factors were invariant across rater sources. That is, raters
in different roles shared a common conceptualization of the performance
dimensions. Scullen, Mount, and Judge (2003) found that raters from all
perspectives attended to a similar set of core performance factors and that
subordinate ratings were more highly correlated across dimensions than
ratings from other perspectives. They speculated that subordinates might
be less experienced in providing ratings compared to supervisors, and
their ratings may become more differentiated as they gain more experi-
ence. Birkeland, Borman, and Brannick (2003) studied the personal work
constructs used by subordinates, incumbents, and supervisors to distin-
guish effective from ineffective performers for a targeted job. Although
the constructs were more homogeneous from raters within the same orga-
nizational level than constructs from raters across different organizational
levels, these source effects were small. Birkeland et al. (2003) concluded
that conceptualizations of job performance do not vary substantially by
level. In sum, recent research has shown that raters in different roles share
a common conceptualization of managerial performance dimensions.
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A Meta-Analysis of Longitudinal Studies of Multisource Feedback

In a recent narrative review, Seifert, Yukl, and McDonald (2003) con-
cluded that there is little evidence that such feedback consistently results
in behavior change or performance improvement. A narrative review by
Smither, London, Flautt, Vargas, and Kucine (2002) of 13 longitudinal
studies noted that, despite considerable variability in the magnitude of
effect sizes across studies, 11 of the 13 studies found evidence of im-
provement over time for people receiving multisource feedback. In an
effort to more accurately evaluate the impact of multisource feedback, we
conducted a meta-analysis of longitudinal studies of multisource feedback
to determine whether multisource feedback ratings improve over time.

Method

Literature search. We searched the PsycINFO database using terms
such as multisource feedback, upward feedback, multirater feedback, and
360-degree feedback. We searched for articles in journals and dissertations.
We wrote to the authors of any studies identified through this search and
asked if they were aware of any additional studies relevant to this meta-
analysis. In addition, we reviewed the references in each of these articles
to identify additional studies that might be relevant.

Inclusion criteria. We sought studies where multisource feedback was
collected for the same focal individuals (ratees) on more than one occasion.
We included studies where ratings were provided by direct reports, peers,
supervisors, and/or self. To be included in the meta-analysis, a study had to
contain sufficient information to calculate an effect size (i.e., either means
and standard deviations, or values of t, F, or p). Two-thirds of these stud-
ies used customized multisource feedback instruments developed for the
organization whereas the remaining studies used commercially available
(e.g., from consulting firms) feedback instruments. The content of these
instruments covered several domains such as leadership behaviors, man-
agerial skills and practices, influence tactics, and coaching and appraising
employees.

Three longitudinal studies (Conway, 1999; Hazucha, Hezlett, &
Schneider, 1993; Luthans & Peterson, 2003) were not included in the
meta-analysis because they combined peer, subordinate, and supervisor
feedback into a single category called “other”; hence, we were unable to
assess the effect size for specific rater sources. We also did not include
data from Smither, London, Flautt, Vargas, and Kucine (2003) because the
data they presented were for a subset of ratees that had been included in
Smither, London, Flautt, Vargas, and Kucine (2002). We identified only
two studies that included more than two waves of multisource ratings
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(Reilly, Smither, & Vasilopoulos, 1996; Walker & Smither, 1999). We in-
cluded only the first two waves of ratings from Walker and Smither. We
did not use data from Reilly et al. (1996) because the first two waves of
data in their study were identical to data presented in Smither et al. (1995),
which was included in our analyses.

We did not include studies (or conditions within studies) where multi-
source feedback was combined with training (e.g., Bonnett, 1995; the feed-
back plus 24 hours of training condition in Rosti & Shipper, 1998; and the
feedback plus 7-hour workshop condition in Seifert, Yukl, & McDonald,
2003) because it was not possible to determine whether any subsequent
change in behavior (reflected in subsequent multisource ratings) was due
to the feedback, the training, or a combination of the two. Finally, we did
not include studies using college students conducted in a classroom setting
(e.g., Dominick, Reilly, & Byrne, 2004).

Nonindependence. In most multisource feedback programs, ratings
are collected on many items that are sometimes intended to assess multiple
dimensions of the ratee’s performance (e.g., communication, decisiveness,
risk taking). However, 15 of the 24 studies that met our inclusion criteria
calculated only a single score (i.e., the average rating across all items)
for each ratee at Time 1 and at Time 2 for each rater source. Three other
studies presented sufficient information only to calculate an overall effect
size (across all items) although they presented means (but not SDs) for
multiple dimensions. Only 6 of the 24 studies presented means and SDs
for more than one dimension. These data points are not independent. In
such instances, we averaged across performance dimensions to calculate
an average effect size for each rater source in the study. As a result, our
meta-analysis uses only one effect size estimate from each study for any
rater source.

Description of variables. The literature search and inclusion criteria
described above yielded 24 studies for our meta-analyses. We conducted
separate meta-analyses for each rater source (direct reports, peers, super-
visors, and self ).

Three study designs were represented in our data: (a) single-group
pretest-posttest design (repeated measures or RM)—17 studies, (b) inde-
pendent groups posttest design (IG)—four studies, and (c) independent
groups pretest–posttest design (IGPP)—three studies. In RM studies, all
participants were rated and received feedback at Time 1 and Time 2. RM
studies examined the change in ratings from Time 1 to Time 2. In IG
studies, one group was rated and received feedback at Time 1 and Time 2,
whereas a comparison or control group was rated and received feedback
only at Time 2. IG studies compare the Time 2 ratings of the two groups.
In IGPP studies, one group was rated and received feedback at Time 1 and
Time 2, and a comparison or control group was rated but did not receive
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feedback at Time 1 and was rated and received feedback at Time 2. IGPP
studies compared the change in ratings from Time 1 to Time 2 for the
two groups. For the RM studies, 7,355 ratees were rated by direct reports,
5,331 were rated by peers, 5,358 were rated by supervisors, and 3,684 ra-
tees completed self-ratings. All data for IG and IGPP designs were based
on direct report ratings with 192 ratees in the IG studies and 158 ratees in
the IGPP studies.

Where sufficient information was provided, we coded several addi-
tional characteristics of the studies. We noted whether the study involved
only upward feedback (i.e., only from direct reports) versus feedback from
multiples sources (i.e., direct reports, peers, supervisor). We noted whether
the feedback was used solely for developmental purposes (where only the
ratee received the feedback report) versus studies where the ratee’s su-
pervisor also received the feedback report and multisource ratings could
affect annual performance reviews, promotion decisions, or identifying
high-potential leaders. We noted whether a facilitator was used to help
feedback recipients interpret the feedback report and to offer guidelines
for using the feedback. In two studies (Bailey & Fletcher, 2002; Smither
et al., 2002), a facilitator was provided for some feedback recipients but
not for others; we therefore excluded these studies when examining facil-
itation as a possible moderator of effect size. We also noted the length of
time between the two administrations of the feedback program.

Calculating the effect size statistic and analyses. We used the meta-
analysis procedures and formulas presented by Morris and DeShon (2002).
Morris and DeShon present formulas for meta-analyzing data from each
of the three study designs mentioned above. We used their formulas to
calculate the effect size for each rater source in each study (e.g., for RM
studies, the improvement from Time 1 to Time 2 feedback; for IG studies,
the difference between Time 2 ratings for ratees who had previously re-
ceived feedback and ratees who had not). For RM studies, the effect size
was calculated as:

d = (MTime 2 − MTime 1)/SDChange Scores

Morris and DeShon refer to this as a change-score metric of effect size.
We calculated the standard deviation of change scores as

SDChange Scores=
[
SD2

Time 1+ SD2
Time 2− (2)(rTime 1,Time 2)(SDTime 1)(SDTime 2)

]1/2

For studies that did not report rTime 1,Time 2, we used the mean rTime 1,Time 2

across studies for the same rater source and study design.
Morris and DeShon note that effect sizes from different designs cannot

be directly compared without transforming all effect sizes to a common
metric and that the choice of metric should be guided by the research
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question. They state that the change-score metric is most appropriate when
the focus of the research is on individual change (as it is here). We therefore
used formulas presented by Morris and DeShon to convert all effect sizes
to a common, change-score metric (i.e., effect sizes for IG and IGPP
studies were initially calculated in the original metric and then converted
to a change-score metric). We also used Morris and DeShon’s formulas
to compute the sampling variance (in the change score metric) associated
with each effect size.

Following the recommendation of Morris and DeShon, the mean effect
size was weighted by the reciprocal of the sampling variance. Because
sampling variance is generally a decreasing function of sample size, this
procedure results in studies with large sample sizes being weighted more
heavily than those with small sample sizes. We evaluated the homogeneity
of effect sizes using Hedge’s (1982) Q, which is tested against a chi-square
distribution with k − 1 degrees of freedom. We tested for differences
between levels of a moderator using the between-groups statistic, QB,
with df = J − 1, where J is the number of levels of the moderator.

Corrections for unreliability of performance ratings. Hunter and
Schmidt (1990) note that the results from “bare bones” meta-analyses
(i.e., which correct only for sampling error) provide biased (low) estimates
of true effect sizes. They therefore argue that meta-analyses should cor-
rect for error of measurement (unreliability) whenever some information
concerning the reliability of the measures is available. When information
concerning reliability is available for each study in a meta-analysis, then
each effect size can be corrected for unreliability and the corrected effect
sizes can then be analyzed by meta-analysis to eliminate sampling error.
However, in our set of studies (and many other meta-analysis studies),
information about the reliability of ratings was available only for some
studies. We therefore followed Hunter and Schmidt’s (1990, p. 315) pro-
cedures to correct the mean and variance of the effect sizes by using the
mean attenuation factor (i.e., the square root of the reliability coefficient)
and the variance of the attenuation factors from studies that did provide
information about the reliability of performance ratings.

The internal consistency (coefficient alpha) of performance ratings
overestimates the reliability of performance ratings because it treats vari-
ance idiosyncratic to raters (e.g., halo) as true score (i.e., reliable) variance
(Schmidt & Hunter, 1996). Instead, we followed the recommendation of
Schmidt, Viswesvaran, and Ones (2000) and used measures of interrater
reliability (e.g., intraclass coefficients) within each rater source (except
self-ratings) as estimates of reliability.

We calculated the mean and variance of the attenuation factors (i.e.,
the square root of intraclass coefficients of interrater reliability) that were
available concerning direct report ratings (mean reliability = .63, mean
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attenuation factor = .79) and peer ratings (mean reliability = .55, mean
attenuation factor = .74) in our studies. None of the studies in our meta-
analysis provided data on interrater reliability of supervisor ratings. Previ-
ously, Rothstein (1990) examined the interrater reliability of supervisory
ratings of 9,975 employees from 79 different organizations and reported
that the mean reliability was .48. We therefore used .48 as an estimate of in-
terrater reliability (and therefore .69 as the attenuation factor) of supervisor
ratings. Because Rothstein did not provide the variance of supervisor reli-
abilities, we used the average of the variance of the direct report and peer
attenuation factors in our studies as an estimate of the variance of attenu-
ation factors for supervisor ratings. Finally, we used the mean correlation
across studies between Time 1 and Time 2 ratings (.61) as an estimate of
the reliability of self-ratings.

Results

Overall results from the meta-analyses are presented in Table 1. We
present the unweighted (and uncorrected) effect sizes, the weighted (and
uncorrected) effect sizes, and the weighted effect sizes corrected for mea-
surement error. For direct report feedback, 19 of the 21 effect sizes were
positive but the corrected mean effect size was only .15. For peer feed-
back, 6 of the 7 effect sizes were positive but the corrected mean effect
size was only .05. For supervisor feedback, 8 of the 10 effect sizes were
positive but the corrected mean effect size was only .15. For self-ratings,
6 of the 11 effect sizes were positive; the corrected mean effect size was
−.04. For each rater source except supervisors, the 95% confidence inter-
val included zero. Hedge’s Q statistic indicated that the effect sizes were
not homogeneous.

The study with the largest sample size (Smither, London, Flautt,
Vargas, & Kucine, 2002) reported relatively small effect sizes (d = .09,
.03, and .09 and N = 2,763, 4,319, and 4,092 for direct report, peer, and
supervisor feedback, respectively). Only one other direct report effect size
was based on more than 1,000 ratees (Johnson & Ferstl, 1999) and all other
peer and supervisor effect sizes were based on less than 600 ratees. We
therefore examined the mean unweighted (and uncorrected) effect sizes
and compared them to the mean weighted (and uncorrected) effect sizes.
The mean unweighted (and uncorrected) effect sizes were .24, .12, .14, and
.00 for direct report, peer, supervisor, and self-ratings, respectively. The
mean weighted (and uncorrected) effect sizes were .12, .04, .10, and −.03
for direct report, peer, supervisor, and self-ratings, respectively. Although
the unweighted effect sizes are somewhat larger than the weighted effect
sizes, they remain small in magnitude. According to Cohen (1988), small,
medium, and large values of d are about .20, .50, and .80, respectively.
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That is, the results and conclusions remain largely unchanged when the
Smither et al. (2002) data are given the same weight as data from the other
studies.

Next, we examined three moderator variables related to study method-
ology. Results of the moderator analyses are presented in Table 2. First, we
examined whether the study design was related to effect sizes of feedback
from direct reports. Most studies of direct report feedback were repeated
measures studies (k = 14, N = 7,355) without a control or comparison
group. A small number of studies (k = 4, N = 192) used an independent
group design (with a control or comparison group that did not receive
feedback at Time 1) and three studies (N = 158) used an independent
group pre–post design. Corrected effect sizes for the three designs were
.15, .53, and .21, respectively. Hedges QB statistic indicates that differ-
ences in effect sizes between levels of this moderator variable were not
significant (QB = 3.84, d f = 2, p > .10).

Second, effect sizes for direct report feedback were also not related
to whether ratees received feedback only from direct reports versus re-
ceiving feedback from direct reports and other sources such as peers and
supervisors (QB = .03, d f = 1).

Third, we examined whether time between administrations of the feed-
back program was related to effect size. We sorted studies into two cate-
gories based on whether the two administrations of the feedback program
were separated by 12 or more months versus less than 12 months. We
could not examine this moderator variable for supervisor and peer feed-
back because the time between the two administrations of the feedback
program was 12 months or longer in all but one of these studies. As can
be seen in Table 2, for direct report and self-ratings, effect sizes were sig-
nificantly larger when the two administrations of the feedback program
were separated by less than 12 months. This finding might be counterin-
tuitive because one might have expected that a longer time span between
administrations of multisource feedback would have provided feedback
recipients with more time and opportunity to develop their skills and make
performance improvements.

Discussion

Nearly all of the effect sizes for direct report, peer, and supervisor
feedback were positive. However, the magnitude of improvement was very
small. It is also noteworthy that in most instances there remained a large
percentage of variance in effect sizes that was not explained by sampling
error, even after accounting for the effects of moderator variables. This
suggests that other factors might affect the extent of behavior change
associated with multisource feedback.
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Why does the improvement in multisource feedback appear to be
small? We consider several possible reasons. First, the small effect sizes
might be related to the lack of discriminant validity in the items and dimen-
sions contained in most multisource feedback instruments. It appears that
raters often do not discriminate between the a priori dimensions very well.
Although instruments often list many a priori dimensions, factor analyses
of ratings generally find only a small number (e.g., one to three) of factors.
Even when there is a more differentiated factor structure (e.g., Scullen,
Mount, & Judge, 2003), the factors themselves are highly intercorrelated.
The poor discriminant validity of dimensions and items could make it dif-
ficult for feedback recipients to easily and unambiguously identify areas
of strength and weakness from the feedback report.

Second, this meta-analysis examined only two administrations of mul-
tisource feedback. We know of only two studies that have examined three
or more administrations of multisource feedback. Reilly et al. (1996) fol-
lowed 92 managers during four administrations of an upward feedback
program over 2 1

2 years. They found that most of the performance im-
provement occurred between the first and second administrations (over
6 months) of the program but that these gains were sustained 2 years
later. In contrast, Walker and Smither (1999) followed 252 managers over
five annual administrations of an upward feedback program. They found
no improvement between the first and second year, but they did find im-
provement between the second and third year and again between the third
and fourth year. This suggests that multiple administrations of a feedback
program might sometimes be required before significant improvement is
observed.

Third, looking at the average rating across items at Time 1 versus
Time 2 (as was done by the majority of studies in this meta-analysis) may
be too crude a measure of behavior change. In many feedback programs,
recipients are encouraged to select a small number (e.g., two or three)
of improvement goals. A feedback recipient might subsequently make
meaningful behavior changes related to two or three items but this would
have little effect on the average rating across items. From this perspec-
tive, even small changes (effect sizes) over time might represent mean-
ingful improvement in response to multisource feedback. For this reason,
Smither and Walker (2001) have suggested alternative approaches to mea-
suring the impact of multisource feedback such as retrospective degree
of change ratings, where coworkers rate the extent to which the feedback
recipient’s performance has improved (or declined) with respect to each
of the improvement goals the feedback recipient set after receiving feed-
back at Time 1. For example, Smither et al. (2002) asked each feedback
recipient to set improvement goals. Multisource ratings of improvement
(where 1 = less effective, 3 = no change, and 5 = more effective) collected
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8 months later indicated that raters thought feedback recipients were mak-
ing progress toward their individual goals (from direct reports, M = 4.09,
SD = 0.51; from supervisors, M = 3.99, SD = 0.50; from peers, M = 3.98,
SD = 0.41). Ideally, it would also be desirable to gather retrospective de-
gree of change ratings on control items (i.e., behaviors and skills that were
not improvement goals for the feedback recipient). A comparison between
retrospective degree of change ratings on the feedback recipient’s goals
versus control items would be informative. That is, change ratings on the
feedback recipient’s goals should indicate improvement, whereas change
ratings on control items should not (see Peterson, 1993, for an example).

Four of the 24 studies in this meta-analysis examined whether feedback
recipients improved more on a subset of dimensions where improvement
would be especially likely. Nemeroff and Cosentino (1979) found that
feedback recipients improved on the items for which they set goals but not
on other items. However, Avery (2000) found that feedback recipients did
not improve more on the dimensions where they were rated lowest (i.e.,
where improvement was arguably most needed). Quadracci (1995) found
that feedback recipients did not improve more on a subset of dimensions
designated by the organization as being critical. And Hezlett and Ronnkvist
(1996) found that managers did not improve more on skills they targeted
for development than other skills.

Fourth, research in social cognition and performance appraisal (Buda,
Reilly, & Smither, 1991; Smither, Reilly, & Buda, 1988) has shown that
once a person (e.g., a ratee) has been categorized by others (e.g., raters),
raters will subsequently be likely to attend to and recall information about
the ratee in a way that is consistent with their initial categorization of the
ratee. This suggests that raters might not notice or recall small or modest
improvements in ratee behavior. This may be another factor that explains
why we do not see substantial changes in multisource ratings over time.

Each of the issues described above might have contributed to the small
effect sizes in this meta-analysis. However, we think that the most likely
explanation for the small effect sizes is that some feedback recipients
are more likely to change than others. We therefore turn our attention
to variables that might influence the extent of performance improvement
following multisource feedback.

Theoretical Framework: Multisource Feedback
and Performance Improvement

London and Smither (1995) argued that these positive outcomes would
be greater for feedback recipients with high self-efficacy and lower for
feedback recipients who focus on managing others’ impressions of them
rather than actually changing their behavior. In this article, we offer a more
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Figure 1: Theoretical Model for Understanding Performance Improvement
Following Multisource Feedback.

developed but still preliminary theoretical model (see Figure 1). Empirical
research since London and Smither (1995) has not been organized around
any single conceptual model. Although each study has examined interest-
ing constructs or variables, results from these studies appear at first glance
to be unconnected. Thus, the first purpose of our model is to provide a way
of organizing recent research so that converging evidence and emerging
conclusions can be more easily detected. Second, we use the model to
suggest directions for future research.

We believe that the accumulated evidence (described below) points to
eight broad factors that play a role in determining the extent of behavior
change and performance improvement following multisource feedback:
characteristics of the feedback, initial reactions to feedback, personality,
feedback orientation, perceived need for change, beliefs about change,
goal setting, and taking action. The model begins with the characteristics
of the feedback itself. These characteristics influence recipients’ initial
reactions, which in turn affect goal setting. Goal setting influences taking
actions, which in turn determine performance improvement. Personality
and feedback orientation influence reactions to feedback, goal setting, and
taking action. Beliefs about change influence initial reactions and goal
setting, and perceived need for change influences goal setting and taking
action.

One implication of this model is that multisource feedback should
not be expected to lead to substantial performance improvement for all
feedback recipients. Another implication of our model is that the effects of
some factors on performance improvement are likely to be indirect rather
than direct. Unfortunately, research has not yet explored many of the causal
links proposed in this model. As a result, we sometimes describe research
showing the relationship between a factor in our model and performance
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improvement even though we propose that the factor has an indirect rather
than a direct effect on performance improvement. Future research is needed
to test many of the indirect effects proposed in the model.

Characteristics of Feedback

Several characteristics of multisource feedback are likely to influence
initial reactions and subsequent behavior. The most obvious characteristic
is whether the feedback is positive or negative. Recipients may inter-
pret feedback as negative when ratings from other sources are lower than
self-ratings.

Several studies have examined correlates of self–other rating differ-
ences (Church, 1997; Fletcher & Baldry, 2000; McEvoy, 1990; Pollack
& Pollack, 1996; Smith & Helland, 2002). Unfortunately, studies have
generally used a single index of agreement (e.g., a difference score) rather
than multivariate procedures that would enhance our understanding con-
cerning the underlying reason for the extent of disagreement. For ex-
ample, if it were discovered that extraverted employees are more likely
to be overraters, this could be due to higher self-ratings, lower ratings
from others, or a combination of the two. A recent exception is Ostroff,
Atwater, and Feinberg’s (2004) study of multisource feedback received
by over 4,000 managers across 650 organizations. They used multivari-
ate regression analyses and found that differences between self and other
ratings were related to gender (not because of differences in self-ratings
but because men were rated less favorably than women by others), race
(because non-Whites rated themselves higher than Whites), age (because
older managers rated themselves higher but were rated lower by others),
experience (because more experienced managers rated themselves more
favorably than less experienced managers), and education (managers with
less education were rated lower by others but did not differ from more
educated managers in their self-ratings).

Nilsen and Campbell (1993) showed that in the absence of feedback,
self–other rating differences were stable over time. However, Yammarino
and Atwater (1993) found that feedback from subordinates altered self-
evaluations of leadership. Atwater, Rouch, and Fischthal (1995) found
that, after receiving upward feedback, leaders’ subsequent self-ratings
more closely matched those of their subordinates. Overestimators lowered
their self-ratings and underestimators raised their self-ratings. However,
Smither et al. (1995) did not find evidence of changes in self-evaluations
following receipt of upward feedback.

Finally, Atwater and Brett (in press) found that, when leaders received
unfavorable feedback, those who agreed with others about the feedback
(i.e., who rated themselves low) were less motivated than those who
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received low ratings and overrated themselves. For leaders who received
favorable feedback, agreement between self and others did not influence
their motivation.

In sum, research indicates that self–other rating differences are related
to individual characteristics, stable over time in the absence of feedback,
reduced after receiving multisource feedback, and related to motivation to
use the feedback.

Initial Reactions to Feedback

Initial reactions to feedback, especially affective reactions, can be ex-
pected to influence whether feedback recipients use the feedback to set
goals and make performance improvements. For example, unfavorable
feedback will not lead to performance improvement when recipients re-
ject the feedback (Ilgen, Fisher, & Taylor, 1979). Kluger and DeNisi (1996)
note that extremely negative feedback can lead recipients to abandon their
goals (e.g., to abandon the goal of performing effectively in the view of
others). Their meta-analysis found that discouraging feedback and feed-
back that threatens the recipient’s self-esteem decreased the effectiveness
of feedback interventions. In sum, if initial reactions to feedback are ex-
tremely negative or lead recipients to reject the feedback, subsequent per-
formance improvement is unlikely.

In the context of multisource feedback, Brett and Atwater (2001) found
that leaders who received negative feedback reacted with anger and felt
discouraged; however, those who received positive feedback did not re-
act with positive affect. Reactions immediately following feedback were
positively related to feelings that the feedback was useful; however, this
reaction was short-lived. Three weeks later, the sign of the feedback was
not related to perceptions of usefulness. How recipients react to negative
or positive feedback can also depend on the source of the feedback. For
example, ratees react more positively when the feedback is perceived to
come from a credible source, such as peers (Albright & Levy, 1995).

Recently, Atwater and Brett (in press) found that leaders who expressed
more motivation and had more positive emotions immediately after re-
ceiving multisource feedback subsequently improved in terms of direct
reports’ ratings (1 year later) but those who expressed negative emotions
showed a decline in direct reports’ ratings. Leaders who were more moti-
vated also improved in terms of peer ratings; however, leaders’ reactions
were unrelated to changes in supervisors’ ratings. These findings are im-
portant because they demonstrate that immediate reactions to feedback
are not merely transitory mood states without relevance to subsequent
behavior.
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Feedback Orientation

London and Smither (2002) described feedback orientation as an
individual-difference construct related to an employee’s predisposition
to seek and use feedback. They proposed that people who are high in feed-
back orientation are not afraid of being evaluated, like and seek feedback,
process it carefully, care about how others view them, believe that feed-
back offers insights that may help them become more effective, and feel
accountable to use feedback. Rutkowski, Steelman, and Griffith (2004) re-
cently found that feedback orientation is positively correlated with feed-
back acceptance. A related individual difference variable is propensity
for continuous learning. Continuous learners anticipate changes in job re-
quirements, request and use feedback, set development goals, participate
in learning activities, practice new behaviors, apply learning on the job,
and improve their performance (Vicere & Fulmer, 1998). Empirical re-
search on individual differences in feedback orientation and continuous
learning can help us better understand the characteristics of employees
who are most likely to benefit from multisource feedback.

Personality

A number of personality variables are logically related to how one
might react to feedback or use feedback to set goals and take action.
For example, Smither, London, and Richmond (in press) found that lead-
ers’ emotional stability was positively related to a psychologist’s ratings
(completed immediately after the leader received multisource feedback)
of the leaders’ motivation to use the results from multisource feedback.
Smither et al. (in press) also found that leaders’ extraversion was positively
related to requesting additional feedback and conscientiousness was posi-
tively related to subsequently participating in developmental activities and
believing that their performance had improved 6 months after receiving
multisource feedback. Leaders who were high in conscientiousness, par-
ticularly the responsibility component, indicated that they felt obligated
to use the feedback. Maurer and Palmer (1999) found that intentions to
participate in development following feedback from peers and subordi-
nates were related to recipients’ sense of having control over their own
improvement. Dominick, Reilly, and Byrne (2004) argued that conscien-
tiousness (being dutiful, reliable, organized, responsible, and achievement
oriented) should be related to setting and attaining goals after receiving
peer feedback. They found that conscientiousness was positively related to
performance improvement (i.e., enhanced effectiveness as a team member)
after receiving peer feedback from classmates (where ratings were col-
lected from different peers over a two-semester period). In the same study
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Dominick et al. found that openness to experience was also positively
related to performance improvement. Atwater and Brett (in press) found
that dispositional distrust was negatively related to feedback recipients’
attitudes toward using feedback. In addition, leaders low in emotional sta-
bility reported more negative emotions (describing themselves as angry,
frustrated, unhappy, discouraged, and disappointed) after receiving feed-
back, although they did not receive less favorable feedback than other
leaders. Research has shown that high self-monitors get better supervisor
ratings but also tend to inflate their self-ratings (Day, Schleicher, Unckless,
& Hiller, 2002; Miller & Cardy, 2000). Inflated self-ratings are likely to
produce a gap for self-monitors, especially relative to peer and subordi-
nate ratings. Because a characteristic of high self-monitors is adaptation
to situational requirements (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000; Miller & Cardy,
2000), it seems reasonable to expect that self-monitoring should be related
to performance improvement following feedback.

Beliefs About Change

Even if feedback recipients accept feedback and believe they need to
change their behavior, they might not exert effort to change because they
do not believe change is possible or that change will result in some positive
outcome. Examples of variables related to beliefs about change include
self-efficacy, implicit personality theory (i.e., beliefs about the malleabil-
ity of personal attributes such as ability or personality), and organizational
cynicism. An entity implicit theory refers to the belief that personal at-
tributes are largely fixed whereas an incremental implicit theory refers to
the belief that personal attributes are malleable (e.g., Dweck & Leggett,
1988). Feedback recipients with low self-efficacy and entity implicit theo-
ries are likely to believe that change is futile and therefore can be expected
to exert little effort to change their behavior after receiving multisource
feedback.

Several studies have examined individual-difference variables that are
related to feedback recipients’ beliefs about change. Atwater and Brett (in
press) found that feedback recipients with higher self-efficacy were more
likely than others to engage in follow-up activities. Heslin and Latham
(2004), in a study of Australian managers in a professional services firm
who received upward feedback, found that those with high self-efficacy
subsequently improved more than other managers.

We are unaware of any research that has examined the role of implicit
personality theory in reactions to or use of multisource feedback. However,
Heslin, Latham, and VandeWalle (in press) found that managers who held
incremental beliefs were more likely than managers who held entity beliefs
to recognize both improvements and declines in employee performance.
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In a separate study, these authors used a 90-minute workshop based on
self-persuasion techniques to help participants who initially held entity
implicit theory beliefs to acquire incremental implicit theory beliefs and
to sustain those beliefs over a 6-week period. This change led to greater
acknowledgement of improvement in employee performance than was
exhibited by entity theorists in a placebo control group. In a related study,
Heslin, Latham, and VandeWalle (2004) found that inducing incremental
implicit theory beliefs was positively related to willingness to coach a
poor-performing employee and to the quality and quantity of performance
improvement suggestions offered. These studies are promising because
they suggest that incremental implicit theory beliefs can be developed and
that they are related to work-related behavior. Perhaps, feedback recipients
can be induced to hold incremental implicit theory beliefs and thereby
enhance the likelihood that they will subsequently change their behavior
and improve their performance.

Organizational cynicism may lead some employees to question the
utility of changing their behavior. For example, cynics do not believe that
good performance will result in earning more money (Wanous, Reichers,
& Austin, 2000). It is reasonable to expect that cynics would question
the value of setting goals to improve their performance in response to
feedback. Atwater, Waldman, Atwater, and Cartier (2000), in a study of
police supervisors who received upward feedback, found that supervisors
who were low in organizational cynicism subsequently improved their
performance more than other supervisors.

In sum, emerging evidence indicates that beliefs about change are
related to whether performance improves after receiving multisource
feedback.

Perceived Need for Change

Perceiving a need to change should enhance the likelihood of setting
performance improvement goals and taking action. London and Smither
(1995) argued that discrepancies between self-ratings and feedback from
others can lead feedback recipients to perceive a need to change their
behavior. Merely receiving unfavorable ratings or ratings that are below
average (e.g., below norms) might also increase feedback recipients’ per-
ceived need to improve their performance.

If receiving unfavorable feedback or feedback that differs from one’s
self-evaluations leads feedback recipients to perceive a need to change
and, hence, to set goals, then we would expect these feedback recipients
to subsequently improve their performance more than others. Two studies
(Atwater, Rouch, & Fischthal, 1995; Johnson & Ferstl, 1999) have found
that feedback recipients who initially overrated themselves subsequently
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improved more than others. Two studies (Smither et al., 1995; Walker
& Smither, 1999) found that feedback recipients who initially received
low ratings subsequently improved more than others. In each of these
studies, the improvement of feedback recipients who initially overrated
themselves or who initially received unfavorable feedback was greater
than what would be expected on the basis of statistical regression to the
mean. Taken together, these findings show that feedback recipients who
receive unfavorable feedback or who initially overrate themselves tend to
improve more than others and thereby provide preliminary support for the
idea that perceived need to change plays a role in determining whether
feedback recipients subsequently improve their performance.

But it is unrealistic to expect that everyone who receives multisource
feedback will perceive a need to change. Some, perhaps many, may be
satisfied with their feedback either because it is generally favorable (e.g.,
above the midpoint of the rating scale) or because their unfavorable feed-
back was consistent with a low self-evaluation (e.g., Johnson & Ferstl,
1999). Individuals who receive feedback that is favorable (either in an
absolute sense or relative to item norms) or that is reasonably consistent
with their self-ratings may see no need to change.

Finally, some feedback recipients may perceive a need to change but
might not set goals because they believe that change is not feasible (see
discussion concerning Beliefs About Change). In addition, as noted below,
people may sometimes set performance improvement goals even after
receiving favorable feedback (i.e., they want to improve even though the
feedback does not point to a need to change).

Goal Setting and Related Constructs

Locke and Latham (1990) have shown that feedback alone is not the
cause of behavior change; instead it is the goals that people set in response
to feedback. Brutus, London, and Martineau (1999) reported that ratees
who received negative feedback were more likely to set goals, although
this may have been influenced by participation in a leadership development
program following feedback. Smither et al. (in press) found that leaders
who received unfavorable feedback had set more improvement goals than
other leaders 6 months later. Atwater et al. (2000) found that a measure
of reactions to feedback that included using the feedback to set improve-
ment goals was positively related to improvement after receiving upward
feedback.

Next, we describe goal-related constructs that are likely to affect
whether feedback recipients set performance improvement goals and the
nature of any goals that are set.

Regulatory focus and goal orientation. Higgins (1998; Brockner &
Higgins, 2001) has distinguished between a promotion regulatory focus
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that orients the person toward attaining positive outcomes versus a preven-
tion regulatory focus that orients the person toward minimizing negative
outcomes. Promotion focus concerns striving for ideals (presumably set by
the self ) whereas prevention focus concerns being motivated by oughts (of-
ten expectations established by others). Higgins has argued that regulatory
focus, in part, develops as a consequence of nurturance-oriented parenting
(which instills a promotion focus in children) or security-oriented parent-
ing (which instills a prevention focus). In this sense, regulatory focus can
be thought of as a dispositional variable. However, Higgins and others
also acknowledge that regulatory focus can be situationally induced (e.g.,
Thorsteinson & Highhouse, 2003; Van-Dijk & Kluger, 2004). Moreover,
Higgins (1999) points out that the effects of regulatory focus are com-
parable regardless of whether it varies as a function of persons (i.e., a
dispositional variable) or situations. Indeed, research has shown that situ-
ational features can make one or the other regulatory focus more accessible
(at least temporarily) and thereby influence the goals that people set and
their persistence and achievement (Roney, Higgins, & Shah, 1995).

Goal orientation is a construct very similar to regulatory focus.
VandeWall, Cron, and Slocum (2001), building on the work of Dweck,
described a three-factor model of goal orientation. A learning goal ori-
entation (similar to a promotion regulatory focus) refers to a focus on
becoming more competent by acquiring new skills, mastering new situa-
tions, and learning from experience. A proving goal orientation refers to
a focus on demonstrating competence and gaining favorable judgments
from others. An avoiding goal orientation (similar to a prevention regula-
tory focus) refers to a focus on avoiding negative outcomes and negative
judgments from others. VandeWall et al. (2001) found that learning goal
orientation was positively related to effort, self-efficacy, goal setting, and
performance on exams and avoiding goal orientation was negatively re-
lated to self-efficacy, goal setting, and performance. One recent study
(Heslin & Latham, 2004) found that a learning goal orientation was posi-
tively related to improvement in upward feedback.

In the context of multisource feedback, we suggest that using the feed-
back solely to guide the recipient’s development (where only the ratee
receives the feedback) will create a promotion focus (or learning goal ori-
entation) and thereby enhance subsequent performance improvement. In
contrast, we suggest that using multisource feedback for administrative
purposes (where the ratee’s supervisor receives a copy of the feedback
report and can use the information to influence decisions related to the ra-
tee’s formal performance appraisal, pay, or promotion opportunities) will
create a prevention focus (or avoiding goal orientation).

Research has shown that employees believe that appraisals used for
development are more likely to produce positive outcomes than appraisals
used for administrative purposes (Bettenhausen & Fedor, 1997). Greguras,
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Robie, Schleicher, and Goff (2003) found that ratings collected for ad-
ministrative purposes were more likely to be affected by rater biases than
were ratings collected for developmental purposes. For example, subor-
dinate ratings showed higher interrater reliability for developmental than
for administrative purposes. Brutus and Petosa (2002) found that when
multisource ratings were to be used for administrative purposes and ratees
were allowed to select raters, ratees selected raters whom they liked, in-
creasing the chances that the ratings would be inflated. However, when the
purpose was developmental, ratees selected raters who were more likely
to provide accurate evaluations. In sum, it appears that multisource rat-
ings (like performance appraisal ratings in general) are less likely to be
subject to biases and other rating errors when the ratings are collected for
developmental rather than administrative purposes.

We examined whether effect sizes in our meta-analysis were related to
the purpose of the feedback (i.e., whether the feedback was used solely for
developmental purposes vs. also being used for administrative purposes).
The QB statistics in Table 3 show that purpose was significantly related to
effect size. The moderator analyses indicated that effect sizes were larger
when feedback was used only for developmental purposes. This was true
regardless of whether one looks at the unweighted or weighted effect sizes,
thereby indicating that this finding was not solely the result of the large
sample sizes and small effect sizes in Smither et al. (2002) where the
feedback was used for administrative purposes. Across rater sources (ex-
cluding self-ratings), the average effect size in the developmental purpose
studies was .25 (vs. .08 in the administrative purpose studies—see Table 3
for details). It is important that these findings be interpreted with caution
because very few studies used the feedback for administrative purposes.
Nevertheless, these results reveal that when multisource feedback is used
solely for developmental purposes, it produces more positive gains in per-
formance than when it is used for administrative purposes. This suggests
the important role of a promotion focus (or learning goal orientation) in
this process.

Discrepancy reduction versus discrepancy production. Social Cog-
nitive Theory (Bandura, 1991) describes two mechanisms that people use
to regulate their performance via personal goals. Discrepancy reduction
occurs when individuals monitor and work to reduce any discrepancy be-
tween their goals and performance. Discrepancy production occurs when
individuals have met or exceeded their goals and then set a more challeng-
ing goal. That is, individuals create a discrepancy between their current
performance and their goals to motivate themselves to attain a higher level
of performance (e.g., Donovan & Williams, 2003; Phillips, Hollenbeck,
& Ilgen, 1996; Williams, Donovan, & Dodge, 2000). This process en-
ables individuals to attain satisfaction by progressively improving their
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task performance. According to Bandura (1986), high self-efficacy is an
important determinant of discrepancy production. The concept of discrep-
ancy production is important because it suggests that feedback recipients
might set goals to improve their performance even after receiving favorable
multisource feedback. Unfortunately, we know little about the conditions
under which discrepancy production is likely to occur in the context of
multisource feedback.

In sum, we suggest that feedback recipients who have a promotion
(rather than prevention) self-regulatory focus (or a learning orientation)
and engage in discrepancy production should be especially likely to set
performance improvement goals after receiving multisource feedback.

Unfortunately, it is impossible to know the extent of goal setting that
followed receipt of multisource feedback in most studies. Most studies we
reviewed for this meta-analysis indicated that feedback recipients were
encouraged to set goals, but there were no measures of the extent to which
feedback recipients actually set goals or of the quality or commitment to
any goals that might have been set. One exception was Smither et al. (2002)
where nearly all feedback recipients set one to three developmental goals.
Multisource feedback on a follow-up survey indicated that feedback recip-
ients were generally making progress toward the specific developmental
goals they had set. It would be valuable for future research to collect data
concerning the extent to which feedback recipients set goals after receiving
multisource feedback.

In practice, multisource feedback recipients often meet (usually in
groups) with a facilitator who, among other things, encourages them to
use the feedback to set developmental goals. We compared studies that
explicitly indicated a facilitator met with feedback recipients to help them
interpret the feedback report and encourage them to set goals with studies
that did not mention the availability of a facilitator. The QB statistics in
Table 3 show that facilitation was not significantly related to effect size.

Taking Action

Ultimately, performance improvement is likely only for feedback re-
cipients who take appropriate action (e.g., working with a coach, dis-
cussing one’s feedback with others, participating in development activ-
ities) in response to their feedback. Sometimes, organizations provide
support to help feedback recipients take appropriate action. Examples
include supportive supervisors or executive coaches who emphasize the
importance of acting on the feedback and help feedback recipients es-
tablish and follow through on appropriate goals. Feedback recipients can
talk to others about the feedback, thereby helping to clarify the feed-
back and identify useful actions to enhance their effectiveness. Finally,
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feedback recipients can engage in a variety of informal or formal de-
velopmental activities to address skill deficiencies (e.g., discrepancy re-
duction), acquire new skills, or enhance existing skills (e.g., discrepancy
production).

Two studies suggest that working with an executive coach can be help-
ful for feedback recipients. In a study where 20 managers received multi-
rater feedback and executive coaching, Luthans and Peterson (2003) found
that self-ratings of managers remained the same over time (3 months) but
coworker ratings increased. In addition, for both the managers and their
employees, work attitudes ( job satisfaction, organizational commitment,
and turnover intentions) improved following the feedback-coaching inter-
vention. Using a quasi-experimental design, Smither et al. (2003) found
that managers who worked with an executive coach were more likely
than other managers to set specific (rather than vague) goals, to solicit
ideas for improvement from their supervisors, and to improve in terms of
subsequent direct report and supervisor ratings. However, the differences
between managers who worked with a coach and those who did not were
small in magnitude (albeit statistically significant).

In a 5-year study of upward feedback, Walker and Smither (1999)
found that (a) managers who met with direct reports to discuss their upward
feedback improved more than other managers, and (b) managers improved
more in years when they discussed the previous year’s feedback with
direct reports than in years when they did not discuss the previous year’s
feedback with direct reports. Smither et al. (2004) also found that sharing
multisource feedback and asking for suggestions from raters was positively
related to improvement over time.

Maurer and Palmer (1999) found that managers’ intentions to partici-
pate in development following feedback from peers and subordinates were
positively related to their perceptions of social pressures for improvement
and rewards or benefits from improvement. Finally, Hazucha et al. (1993)
found that managers who participated in training programs and other de-
velopment activities (e.g., receiving coaching and feedback, reviewing
progress quarterly) after receiving multisource feedback were more likely
to improve than other managers.

In summary, these studies provide evidence that taking action is pos-
itively related to performance improvement after receiving multisource
feedback.

Directions for Future Research

We have noted above several promising directions for future research
that are related to our theoretical model. We believe that several additional
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individual-level and organizational-level variables might facilitate or de-
tract from behavior change and performance improvement.

Another set of individual-level variables includes attitudes such as job
satisfaction and organizational commitment (Meyer & Allen, 1997). For
example, employees who are satisfied with their jobs and who have high
affective commitment to the organization (Allen & Meyer, 1996) should
be more likely to use multisource feedback to set goals to improve their
performance and contributions to the organization.

Organizational-level variables might also influence the impact of mul-
tisource feedback. For example, a strong feedback culture (London &
Smither, 2002) may increase the likelihood that feedback recipients will
respond positively to feedback and use it to guide behavior change. London
and Smither (2002) described a feedback-oriented culture as one that im-
plements multisource feedback for development, trains supervisors to be
better coaches, and strengthens the link between performance improve-
ment and valued outcomes, such as pay and promotion. A positive de-
velopment in this area is found in recent work by Steelman, Levy, and
Snell (2002; see also Steelman & Levy, 2001) who developed a Feedback
Environment Scale (FES) that measures the extent to which the organi-
zation supports the use of feedback, including the formal presentation of
the annual performance appraisal and informal daily interactions during
which performance is discussed.

Research is also needed to understand how organizational interven-
tions such as training can enhance the impact of multisource feedback.
For example, Seifert, Yukl, and McDonald (2003) compared the joint
effects of a multisource feedback measure of influence tactics and a
7-hour workshop to (a) a control condition that received no feedback
and did not attend the workshop, and (b) a comparison group of managers
who received a feedback report but did not participate in the workshop.
There were seven middle managers in each of the three conditions. The
workshop included a description of effective influence tactics, a video
that illustrated the use of these tactics, and an exercise in which feedback
recipients considered ways to use the influence tactics in situations they
were likely to encounter at work. Participants in the workshop also re-
viewed their feedback reports and created action plans to improve their
influence behavior. Influence tactics with subordinates improved for man-
agers in the experimental condition (feedback plus workshop) but did not
change for managers in the control or comparison groups. Seifert et al.
(2003) concluded that the effectiveness of multisource feedback might be
partially dependent on facilitating conditions during the feedback pro-
cess, such as training to explain and demonstrate the desired behaviors.
Unfortunately, other studies that have included a training intervention
after multisource feedback have not compared the combined effects of
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multisource feedback and training to the effect of multisource feedback
alone (e.g., Rosti & Shipper, 1998). Seifert et al. (2003) are an exception
but the very small sample size limits confidence in the generalizability of
their findings. In sum, research is needed to understand whether organi-
zational investments in training linked to multisource feedback increase
the impact of the feedback beyond what would have occurred with only
feedback or only training.

London, Smither, and Adsit (1997) described organizational actions
that might enhance feedback recipients’ sense of accountability to use
their feedback. Examples include providing adequate resources to support
employee development, linking training and development opportunities
to the competencies assessed in multisource ratings, providing feedback
recipients with facilitation and coaching to help them interpret and use
the feedback, and rewarding behavior change and performance improve-
ment following multisource feedback. Rutkowski, Steelman, and Griffith
(2004) found that police officers who had positive perceptions concerning
the feedback environment (as measured via the Feedback Environment
Scale) in their organization felt more accountable to use feedback to im-
prove their performance. We know of only two empirical studies that have
examined whether accountability is related to behavior change following
multisource feedback. Leonard and Williams (2001) found that ratees’
sense of accountability (measured before feedback was received) was a
better predictor of developmental behaviors taken in response to 360◦

feedback (measured 2 months after feedback was received) than other
variables including self-efficacy, need for achievement, supervisor sup-
port, and situational constraints. And Atwater and Brett (in press) found
that leaders who thought it was important to use the feedback given the
time their raters invested in the process (a component of accountability)
improved in terms of peer (but not direct report or supervisor) feedback
over a 1-year period.

In addition to being affected by organizational-level variables, it is also
possible that multisource feedback programs may affect organizational-
level variables such as organizational culture. As one reviewer noted, rel-
evant research and thinking might be found in literatures heretofore rarely
considered by multisource feedback researchers (e.g., the strategic human
resource management literature). Research that simultaneously examines
both individual-level factors and organizational-level factors would help il-
luminate our understanding of how organizational factors enhance or limit
the impact of multisource feedback. Multilevel analytic techniques such as
hierarchical linear modeling (Bryk & Raudenbush, 2001) are well suited
to answering such questions. The interaction between organizational-level
variables and individual-level variables is especially interesting. For ex-
ample, organizational factors (such as a strong feedback culture or the
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availability of training) might enhance the impact of multisource feedback
for some employees (e.g., those who are high in openness to experience)
but not others (those who are low in conscientiousness).

Conclusion

The results of this meta-analysis and evidence related to the theoret-
ical model indicate that it is unrealistic for practitioners to expect large
across-the-board performance improvement after people receive multi-
source feedback. Instead, it appears that some feedback recipients will
be more likely to improve than others. We therefore think it is time for
researchers and practitioners to ask “Under what conditions and for whom
is multisource feedback likely to be beneficial?” (rather than asking “Does
multisource feedback work?”). Although emerging evidence is supportive
of this preliminary theoretical model, a great deal of additional research
is needed before unambiguous guidance can be offered to practitioners
about the precise conditions where multisource feedback is likely to be
most beneficial.

In the interim, we think that our preliminary theoretical model offers
some promising suggestions for practitioners. For example, they can send
messages that emphasize a learning orientation and a promotion focus
(e.g., on attaining positive outcomes and acquiring new skills rather than
on how feedback recipients are performing relative to each other). They
can encourage recipients who receive favorable feedback to set even more
challenging goals (discrepancy production) that build on their strengths
(e.g., Buckingham & Clifton, 2001). They can take steps to enhance the
self-efficacy of feedback recipients (e.g., Noe, 2005, p. 89) and they can use
self-persuasion techniques (see Heslin, Latham, & VandeWalle, in press)
to help feedback recipients develop an incremental implicit theory where
they see personal change and performance improvement as not only possi-
ble but also as probable. And they can encourage feedback recipients to talk
to others to clarify their feedback, to set specific goals, and to participate
in formal and informal development activities. At the same time, practi-
tioners and managers will need to remember that, like any other training
and development investment, not all participants will benefit equally.
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