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Abstract

Negative feedback has been a conundrum for a long time. Despite the necessity of
negative feedback to correct behavior and improve performance, accumulating research on
the effectiveness of negative feedback demonstrates unclear and contradictory findings. To
address this gap, this thesis primarily aims to investigate sow negative feedback impacts on
employees’ work attitudes and behaviors. Guided by the framework of the cognitive-affective
processing system (CAPS), three empirical studies examine the cognitive process, the
affective process, and the two processes jointly. The studies explore the boundary conditions
to elaborate when these processes are more likely or less likely to occur. As a whole, the
thesis contributes to a more complete and nuanced understanding of the precise nature of
negative feedback.

The primary objective of Study 1 was to examine the role of employees’ cognitive
interpretations (i.e., feedback motive attributions) in transmitting the effects of negative
feedback on their motivation to learn. We proposed that supervisor negative feedback and
employee core self-evaluation (CSE) are interactively related to the attribution of feedback.
We tested our hypotheses using three-wave, time-lagged survey data from a general sample
of 370 employees in the United States and a contextual sample of 302 hospital nurses in
China. The results suggest that supervisor negative feedback has a stronger relationship with
external attribution when CSE is higher, and a stronger relationship with internal attribution
when CSE is lower. External and internal attributions respectively enhance and impair
employee motivation to learn.

Study 2 drew upon affective events theory to further validate the affective process of
negative feedback. We proposed a model where, at the within-person level, negative
feedback from supervisors on a day-to-day basis leads to employees’ feeling shame, which

has further associations with emotional exhaustion and performance. We used twice-daily



diary data from 119 full-time employees across five consecutive working days to test the
hypotheses. The results suggest that shame increases an employee’s emotional exhaustion at
the end of that workday, while improving their next-day in-role and extra-role performance.
Further, individual-level leader-member exchange (LMX) moderates the relationship
between negative feedback and shame, with the relationship being stronger when there is
high LMX.

Finally, Study 3 developed a dual-pathway model combining cognitive and affective
perspectives to examine the effects of supervisor negative feedback. We collected data from
220 employees of a Chinese manufacturing enterprise at two time points. The results suggest
that organization-based self-esteem mediates the negative effects of supervisor negative
feedback on employees’ feedback-seeking behavior, while frustration mediates its positive
effect on feedback-avoiding behavior. Leader-member exchange weakens the negative
effects of supervisor negative feedback on employees’ organization-based self-esteem, while
strengthening the positive relationship between supervisor negative feedback and frustration.

Considered as a whole, by focusing on cognitive and affective processes the thesis
contributes to a deeper understanding of the effectiveness of negative feedback. The findings
further disentangle the current limited and inconsistent understanding of negative feedback
effectiveness. Theoretical and practical implications and directions for future research are

provided.

Vi



Publications
This thesis consists of three distinct studies, each constituting a separate chapter of this
thesis. All three studies have been prepared for submission to peer-reviewed journals, as
detailed below.

Xing, L., Sun, J., & Jepsen, D. (second revise and resubmit). Supervisor negative feedback
and employee motivation to learn: A motive attribution perspective. Human
Relations. (Chapter 2)

Xing, L., Sun, J., & Jepsen, D. (first revise and resubmit). The short-term effects of
supervisor negative feedback: Investigating the role of employees’ shame. Journal of
Organizational Behavior. (Chapter 3)

Xing, L., Sun, J., & Jepsen, D. (first revise and resubmit). “How I think” versus “how I feel”:
The influences of supervisor negative feedback on employee’s feedback-seeking and

feedback-avoiding behavior. Human Resource Management. (Chapter 4)

vil



Table of Contents

Chapter 1 General INtroduction.........ceeiciveeicssiesssnncnssnncsssicsssncsssnecssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 1
1. Significance of negative feedback and its effectiveness..........ccccoeeeveniineiiiniincnicnnene. 2
2. Review of related research HEETatUIe ..........coeeviiiiiriiiiiiieniecteecee e 4
3. Literature reVIEW SYNENESIS .....ceuiiiiiiiiieiiieeiieeie ettt ettt ettt et saee e e seaeenneens 13
4. Philosophical reSearch POSIHION. ........cccueeruiiiiieiiieiie ettt 16
5. Overview of the program of re€$earch ..........ccccovviiiiiiiiiiiei e 17
6. REIETEICES ...ttt sttt et st 21
Chapter 2 Supervisor Negative Feedback and Employee Motivation to Learn: A Motive
ALribution PerSPECiVe ...ccieeeiiiiseenieensrecsenisnensecisnecsnnsssesssncsssessssssssssssassssssssssssassssasssssssanss 31
Introduction t0 StUAY ONe........couiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 32
AADSTTACT ...ttt ettt ettt h e et ete e et e e bt e eabeebeeenteenbeeenteeneenn 34
L. INEEOAUCTION ...ttt ettt ettt et e et e et esab e e bt e sabeenbeesneeenne 35
2. Theoretical framework and hypotheses ...........cccooiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 38
3. Study 1: MEthOAS ..ceviiiiiiiiiecc ettt 45
4. StUAY 11 RESULILS ..ottt 49
5.5ty 2: MEthOAS ..ottt et 54
6. STUAY 2: RESUILS ..eieiiiiieiiie ettt et e e ere e e saseeeenneeennneas 56
7. GeNETAl dISCUSSION ....eoutiieiiieiiieieeiee ettt ettt ettt et et e et e et e et e s seeebeesseeenbeesseeenneans 59
8. CONCIUSION ...ttt ettt et e et b e st e et e s et e e bt e seeeebeesaaeenne 66
0. RETRICIICES ... ittt ettt et sat e et e et e et e saeeebeesseeenneens 66
Conclusion t0 STUAY ONE .....cccuviieiiieeiiieeiieeeee ettt et e et e e s e e e reeesbeeesaseeessseeennseeenseas 80
Chapter 3 Feeling Shame: The Short-Term Effects of Supervisor Negative Feedback on
Employee Well-being and Performance ..........ccoeeiicninsnnrccsssnnecsscsnnsecssssssscsssssssssssssssssssnns 81
Introduction t0 STUAY TWO ...cccuviieiiiecieeeeeee et e e e eeneas 82
AADSTTACT ...ttt ettt ettt ettt e ate e bt e eat e e bt e snteenneen 84
L INEEOAUCTION ...ttt ettt et et e e sat e et e e saeeenbeeas 85
2. Hypothesis deVeIOPIMENT.........eecuiieiiiieciie ettt seae e e e e 88
B IMEEROM ..t ettt ettt et e st eae e 95
A RESUIES ...ttt ettt ettt e b e st e bt e nteeaeen 99
5. DISCUSSION ..ttt ettt ettt et e b e et e bt e ea bt e bt e sab e e bt e sabeenbeesateenbeesseeeaneens 105
6. CONCIUSION ..ttt ettt ettt ettt e et e bt s beesabeenbeenaeas 112
7 RETEIEIICES ...t ettt ettt et e e e 113
Conclusion t0 STUAY TWO ..eeeeuiiieiieeiiieeee ettt ettt e et e e saee e snree e nseeennaeeennns 127

viii



Chapter 4 “How I Think” versus “How I Feel”: The Effects of Supervisor Negative

Feedback on Employees’ Feedback-Seeking and Feedback-Avoiding Behaviors......... 128
Introduction to StUAY TRICE .....cc..eiiuiiiiiiiiie e 129
ADSITACE ...ttt ettt e h e sa ettt b et saeeaes 131
L INErOAUCTION ...ttt sttt ettt sb et 132
2. Theoretical framework and hypotheses ..........cocoeviiiiiiiiiiiii e 135
3. MEROM ..t 142
A RESUILS ...t ettt ettt et aes 145
5. DASCUSSION ..ttt ettt ettt ettt sttt et s b et e a e s be et eab e s bt et e eatesbeeteeatenbeennenn 152
6. CONCIUSION ..uiitiiieit ettt ettt b e et sbe e bttt e b e e b eaes 157
T REIETEICES ...ttt ettt sttt st sae e 158
Conclusion to Sty TRICE.......cocuiiiiriiiiiiiiiiee s 168

Chapter 5 General Discussion of Key Findings and Conclusions ..........cooeeeneesseccseeenne 169
1. Summary of fINAINGS....ccveoiiiiiiiiii e 170
2. Theoretical IMPIICALIONS. ......cuuiiiiiiieeiieeeiie ettt e e e e et e e s e e e s beeesabeeesaseeensseeens 175
3. Practical IMPIICAtIONS .......cccuiieeiiiieiiieeiee ettt et et e e e e s e e sreeesareeeaneeennns 177
4. Limitations and directions for future research............ccoccoeviiiiiiniiiiieniieee e 179
5. OVerall CONCIUSION ...cuuiiiiiiiieiii ettt sttt e et e e enens 182
0. RETCICIICES ...ttt ettt et et e st eebeesneas 183

Complete List 0f RefEIrences ......ueiiceivveerecissseniccsssanrecssssnsresssssssssssssssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssss 189

X



List of Tables

Chapter 1 General Introduction
Table 1. Summary of Study deSIZN......cccueeiiiiriiiiieiie e 19

Chapter 2 Supervisor Negative Feedback and Employee Motivation to Learn: A Motive
Attribution Perspective

Table 1. Mcans, standard deviations, and correlations ................ccoeeeveeeeeeiveeececneeeeenee. 51
Table 2. Regression results testing the hypothesized model............ccccoevieiiiiiiiniennnn 52
Table 3. Bootstrapping results of moderated mediation effects............coceveeviiniinennene. 54

Chapter 3 Feeling Shame: The Short-Term Effects of Supervisor Negative Feedback on
Employee Well-being and Performance

Table 1. Percentage of within-person variance among daily variables............cc..c........ 100
Table 2. Within-person descriptive statistics and correlations...........ccceeeereereeeeneenne. 101
Table 3. Between-person descriptive statistics and correlations...........cccceeeeeveeeennenne. 101
Table 4. Mediating effects of shame and cross-level moderating effects of leader-
MEMDET EXCRANZE .....eeiviiiiiiiiiee et 102
Table 5. Supplemental analysis: Results of moderated mediation effects.................... 104

Chapter 4 “How I Think” versus “How I Feel”: The Effects of Supervisor Negative
Feedback on Employees’ Feedback-Seeking and Feedback-Avoiding Behaviors

Table 1. Comparison of measurement models..........c.cceevveeeviiiiiiiencieeeeeee e, 147
Table 2. Descriptive statistics, correlations and reliabilities among variables.............. 147
Table 3. Results of hierarchical regression analysis ..........ccoceerieniiieiieniiieieenieeeeee. 148
Table 4. Results of the mediating effects .........ooceeiiiiiiiiiiiee, 148
Table 5. Results of the moderating effects of LMX........c.cocovviviiiiniiiieiieee e, 150
Table 6. Results of moderated mediation effects..........cocveriiiiiiiiiiinice, 150



List of Figures
Chapter 1 General Introduction
Figure 1. Research model and overview of Studies ..........cccoveeverieniininiieniieniceees 18

Chapter 2 Supervisor Negative Feedback and Employee Motivation to Learn: A Motive
Attribution Perspective

Figure 1. The research model............cccooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 38
Figure 2. The moderating effect of CSE on the relationship between supervisor negative
feedback and external motive attribution (Study 1)......ccccoceeviiiiiiiniiiiiiiiiiee 52
Figure 3. The moderating effect of CSE on the relationship between supervisor negative
feedback and internal motive attribution (Study 1) .....cccoeiieiiiiiiiiniii 53
Figure 4. The moderating effect of CSE on the relationship between supervisor negative
feedback and external motive attribution (Study 2).......ccccceeviiiiieniiiiniiiiiiiee 57
Figure 5. The moderating effect of CSE on the relationship between supervisor negative
feedback and internal motive attribution (Study 2) ......ccccccieviiiiiiniiiiiiieeee 58

Chapter 3 Feeling Shame: The Short-Term Effects of Supervisor Negative Feedback on
Employee Well-being and Performance

Figure 1. The research model and hypotheses ............ccceiiiiiiiiiiiiienieee e 88
Figure 2. The moderating effect of LMX on the relationship between supervisor
negative feedback and shame.............ccooooiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 104

Chapter 4 “How I Think” versus “How I Feel”: The Effects of Supervisor Negative
Feedback on Employees’ Feedback-Seeking and Feedback-Avoiding Behaviors

Figure 1. The research model............ccoooiiiiiiiiiiiii e 135

Figure 2. The moderating effect of LMX on the relationship between supervisor
negative feedback and OBSE............cooiiiiiiiiiieee e 151

Figure 3. The moderating effect of LMX on the relationship between supervisor
negative feedback and frustration ...........ccceeeeiiiiiiiiecii e 151

X1



Chapter 1

General Introduction



“Advice is least heeded when most needed.”— Chinese proverb
1. Significance of negative feedback and its effectiveness

People need knowledge of their performance to maintain their motivation to work and to
improve their performance over time. Feedback functions across management practices such
as performance appraisal, training and development, setting goals, and building teams.
Giving feedback refers to “the activity of providing information to staff members about their
performance on job expectations” (Hillman, Schwandt, & Bartz, 1990, p. 20). That
information keeps employees appraised of organizational expectations and makes feedback
an important tool in the organizational context. Giving subordinates feedback about their
performance is widely acknowledged as an essential element of a supervisor’s responsibilities
(Leung, Su, & Morris, 2001). By providing feedback, supervisors are able to inform their
subordinates about how they can improve their performance (London & Smither, 2002).
However, although feedback has a decidedly positive orientation, it is often still a sensitive
issue in organizations. The meta-analysis by Kluger and DeNisi (1996) on feedback
effectiveness showed that feedback led to a decline in performance in 38% of cases. Another
meta-analysis concerning multi-source feedback and subsequent performance improvement
also revealed only a very small effect (Smither, London, & Reilly, 2005).

This variation in effectiveness is also seen for a specific type of feedback, negative
feedback, which is the activity of informing individuals they have not met standards or goals
(Ilies & Judge, 2005). Compared to positive feedback, negative feedback is primarily used by
supervisors to correct employees’ behaviors. Managers usually prefer negative feedback to
positive feedback in their daily work, since they perceive themselves as more effective when
offering criticism (Zenger & Folkman, 2017). Negative feedback and its influence have
attracted considerable attention, but it has been a puzzle for both researchers and practitioners

for a long time (see reviews by Audia and Locke, 2003; O’Malley and Gregory, 2011; Kluger



and DeNisi, 1996). Theoretically speaking, negative feedback signals a lack of progress
towards goals and more effort is needed (Schroeder & Fishback, 2015). It highlights for
employees the disparities between performance and goals (Carver & Scheier, 1998; O’Malley
& Gregory, 2011), and employees tend to be motivated to devote more effort to recover from
poor performance (Podsakoff & Farh, 1989). Further, employees tend to develop self-
awareness in order to detect errors, foster self-development, and achieve sustained change
and improvement (London, 2003).

However, these arguments have received limited empirical support. Despite there being
a need to inform employees about their deficiencies, negative feedback can backfire. For one
thing, some supervisors are reluctant to deliver negative feedback to avoid potential conflicts,
and thus have trouble dealing with employees’ performance problems. Research on the “mum
effect”, referring to an individual’s hesitance to deliver undesirable information (Tesser &
Rosen, 1975), suggests that supervisors tend to withhold negative feedback when they are
afraid of potential conflicts with employees (Larson, 1984, 1986). Negative feedback is often
portrayed as inefficacious at motivating employees since it tends to elicit unfavorable
reactions from recipients. Negative feedback generally implies weaknesses, incorrect
behaviors, or a lack of success, which can threaten employees’ self-esteem and sense of
competence. Compared with positive feedback, employees may perceive negative feedback
as less accurate and less useful (Brett and Atwater, 2001; Ilgen et al., 1979) and react to
negative feedback with more negative emotions (Belschak and Den Hartog, 2009).
Employees thus tend to ignore, discredit, and outright reject negative feedback (Audia &
Locke, 2003).

These inconsistent arguments primarily indicate negative feedback’s complicated
influence on employees and highlight a need for a more clear and detailed examination of its

effectiveness. In addressing this need, studies of negative feedback not only carry important



theoretical implications in solving the inconsistency, but also practical implications for
managers and employees in dealing with feedback. Indeed, London (2003) pointed out that
researchers have devoted considerable attention to formal performance management
processes, and relatively less attention to feedback use and delivery. This thesis draws from a
systematic framework to reveal a more nuanced view of such feedback processes. The
research question is focused on how and when negative feedback leads to variation in
employee responses.

This introductory chapter consists of five parts. First, the importance of studying the
effectiveness of negative feedback has just been addressed. Second, a literature review of
empirical studies that inform the thesis is provided. This is followed by a synthesis of what
we already know and what we do not know. Next, the philosophical research position taken
in this thesis is clarified. Finally, there is an overview of the chapters in this thesis.

2. Review of related research literature
2.1 Formal and informal negative feedback

Negative feedback has long been a topic of interest in fields such as education,
mathematics, engineering, and healthcare. In organizations, negative feedback is
characterized as information provided by others regarding one’s performance compared to an
absolute or relative standard (Zhou, 1998). Feedback can be formal or informal. Formal
feedback is often delivered by annual or semi-annual reviews (Andiola, 2014). Most research
has investigated formal negative feedback, such as that received at a developmental
assessment center (Dimotakis, Mitchel, & Maurer, 2017; Fletcher & Kerslake, 1992; van
Emmerik, Bakker, & Eeuwema, 2007), or during performance appraisal (Culbertson,
Henning, & Payne, 2013; Wang, Burlacu, Truxillo, James, & Yao, 2015).

With the research focus primarily on formal feedback, informal feedback in

organizations has been largely ignored (Johnson & Connelly, 2014). Unlike a formal



performance review or assessment center feedback, informal feedback is not constrained by
standardized processes or norms, but is rather communicated on a day-to-day basis (Fedor,
Eder, & Buckley, 1989). Such informal feedback plays a more important role in directing
effective behavior and performance in an organization’s daily functioning (Pulakos &
O’Leary, 2011; Steelman & Rutkowski, 2004). The use of informal feedback is also salient
when it comes to specific cultural contexts. For example, informal feedback is particularly
common in Chinese organizations, since feedback in China concentrates on both task and
daily contextual components (Hempel, 2008). Given the importance of such contexts, an
inquiry into the influence of informal negative feedback on Chinese employees is particularly
important, and can also inform non-Chinese scholars and practitioners.

2.2 Distal consequences of negative feedback

With regard to the consequences of negative feedback, most research rests upon the
arguments that employees first generate feelings and thoughts, through which those
employees determine how to respond; for example, whether to modify their work behaviors.
Following this logic, we organize this review of the consequences of negative feedback into
distal and proximal outcomes: distal outcomes relate to the final performance and
performance-related outcomes, while proximal outcomes signify psychological reactions
which are relatively immediate, such as emotions and appraisals of negative feedback.

How negative feedback affects employee performance constitutes the central question in
negative feedback research. However, the literature is not clear about whether negative
feedback increases or decreases performance. Some studies have found that negative
feedback can foster performance (Podsakoft & Farh, 1989) while others have found the
opposite (Guo et al., 2017). Ilies and colleagues found that negative feedback made
participants adjust subsequent performance goals downward (Ilies& Judge, 2005; Ilies,

Judge, & Wagner, 2010), an issue which is closely related to performance. With regard to



creative or innovative performance, empirical results are once again mixed, including
positive (e.g., Fang, Kim, & Milliken, 2014; He, Yao, Wang, & Caughron, 2016), negative
(e.g., Van Dijk & Kluger, 2011; Zhou, 1998), and nonsignificant (e.g., Fodor & Carver,
2000; George & Zhou, 2001) effects. Notably, however, Zhou and van Knippenberg (2018)
extended the outcome from individual creativity to team creativity, and found that negative
feedback could enhance team creativity in diverse teams. There is evidence suggesting that
negative feedback also impacts extra-role performance, decreasing organizational citizenship
behavior and increasing counterproductive behavior (Belschak & Den Hartog, 2009).

As well as task performance, several studies have investigated the impact of negative
feedback on career outcomes. Dimotakis et al. (2017) found that negative feedback that
employees received at an assessment center negatively predicted their career outcomes of
being promoted within the organizations. Hu, Hood, and Creed (2018) link negative feedback
to individuals’ shifting their career goals and career exploration. Besides these two studies,
Young, Richard, Moukarzel, Steelman, and Gentry (2017) focused on the outcomes of
feedback providers and revealed a positive relationship between negative feedback and a
supervisor’s promotability.

A number of studies have demonstrated the impact of negative feedback on social
behaviors. For example, Johnson and Connelly (2014) investigate employee behavior such as
making excuses, apologizing, accepting responsibility, shifting blame, and promising to work
harder after receiving negative feedback. Li, Liu, Shang, and Xi (2014) found negative
feedback impaired knowledge-sharing behavior through fostering a prevention focus among
employees, that is, their tendency to avoid negative outcomes.

2.3 Proximal consequences as mediating mechanisms
The mixed findings on the distal consequences of negative feedback may be due to the

variation in employees’ thoughts and feelings after negative feedback. For example, research



from an optimistic point of view argues that negative feedback reflects unmet goals and so
leads to increased motivation and efforts to decrease the discrepancy between the feedback
and the standard. Through evaluating behaviors relative to goals, feedback helps to reduce
and correct poor behaviors, while guiding and reinforcing good behaviors (Carver & Scheier,
1998). In contrast, negative feedback can pose a threat to recipients’ self-image and status in
others’ eyes, which disengages them from attempts to accept feedback and improve their
performance (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). Although those mechanisms have provided valuable
insights, they have not comprehensively addressed the variance in response to negative
feedback. Therefore, it is necessary to further disentangle the underlying mechanism of
negative feedback. The following subsection draws from a theoretical model to review the
proximal consequences of negative feedback.

2.3.1 Overarching cognitive-affective processing system (CAPS) framework

The cognitive-affective processing system (CAPS) framework is a broad theoretical
model concerned with the self-regulation process in response to events in the workplace
(Mischel & Shoda, 1995, 1998). The central tenet of this framework is that after encountering
a specific event such as supervisor negative feedback, employees appraise their levels of
personal resources. In their appraisals, employees access “cognitive-affective units” or
mental representations to help them respond to events. These units include encodings, which
reflect people’s fundamental experience, expectations and beliefs about self-efficacy and
outcomes, affects, goals and values, and self-regulatory plans.

Combined with the feedback context, the CAPS framework recognizes the roles of
cognition and affect in understanding individuals’ responses to feedback (Ilies et al., 2010).
Cognitive and affective processes are not independent, but rather interconnected. For
example, individuals can experience affective reactions when appraising whether an event is

stressful or not (Lazarus, 2006). Affective experience can also drive the conscious attention



and guide the cognitive processes in making appraisals and judgments (Seo, Barrett, &
Bartunek, 2004). These two processes may interact with or influence each other to decide
employees’ distal outcomes. The following subsections look at each in turn to review the
underlying mechanisms of negative feedback.

2.3.2 Cognitive perspective

The influences of negative feedback have mostly been investigated from a cognitive
perspective, which involves employees’ thought processes and components such as their
perceptions, beliefs, and goals. This perspective discusses employees’ “cold” rather than
“hot” processes in dealing with negative feedback. First, feedback research has been focused
on the encoding process, which refers to the “construal and interpretations of the situation”
(Mischel & Shoda, 2010, p. 150). Employees perceive and interpret negative feedback during
this process. However, these studies also demonstrate conflicting results for this process. For
example, Brett and Atwater (2001) found that recipients of negative feedback perceive the
feedback to be less accurate and less useful, while Zingoni and Byron (2017) suggested that
individuals may find negative feedback threatening but also valuable, and that it is positively
associated with effort and learning. Such inconsistent results indicate that complex cognitive
processes underlie negative feedback. That is, employees may form different appraisals for
the same type of feedback under different conditions.

In addition, negative feedback can shape employees’ expectations and beliefs about
themselves and about outcomes. Negative feedback signals a lack of ability and may have
negative persuasive effects on expectations of future success. A widely acknowledged
mediator underlying the influence of feedback is self-efficacy. Evidence suggests that
negative feedback leads to a decrease in employees’ improvement self-efficacy (Demotakis et
al., 2017; Ilies et al., 2010) and occupational self-efficacy (Hu, Creed, & Hood, 2019).

Jawahar and Shabeer (2019) suggested that negative feedback can result in career goal



disengagement. From the attribution perspective, researchers have argued that employees will
infer the reasons for their poor performance. Employees are willing to increase their efforts
only when they attribute their poor performance to controllable internal or external factors
(Ilgen & Davis, 2000).

Negative feedback can also shape employees’ willingness and ability to plan their
activity. For example, Li et al. (2014) found that negative feedback promotes employees’
prevention focus. At the team level, Hoever et al. (2018) found that negative feedback can
guide teams’ attention and efforts to external, novel information, which can enhance team
creativity.

2.3.3 Affective perspective

Research largely supports the idea that negative feedback is an emotionally challenging
event that generates negative affect in recipients. Employees perceive that negative feedback
interferes with their personal goals, such as compensation and career goals. Such
incongruence between the stimulus and goals elicits affective and emotional reactions (Alam
& Singh, 2019; O’Malley & Gregory, 2011). Research from this perspective can be classified
in two categories, depending on whether the focus is on general affect or discrete emotions.

The first category concerns general affect after negative feedback. According to the
circumplex model of affect (Russell, 1980), valence and arousal dimensions constitute the
basis for each affective state. To the best of our knowledge, there is only one study on the
arousal dimension of affect after negative feedback (Kluger, Lewinsohn, & Aiello, 1994),
and its results suggest that along with changing the feedback sign from negative to positive,
arousal showed a U-shaped form. Most research focuses on the valence dimension and
negative affect has been widely investigated as the mediator in linking negative feedback and
employees’ attitudes and behaviors. Negative feedback evokes employees’ negative affect

(Ilies, De Pater, & Judge, 2007; Hu, Chen, & Tian, 2016), which in turn leads to unfavorable



outcomes such as a decreased evaluation of feedback effectiveness (Young et al., 2017), self-
efficacy, subsequent goal (Ilies et al., 2010), and affective commitment, and an increased
turnover intention (Belschak & Den Hartog, 2009). These unfavorable outcomes tend to
further hinder employees’ motivations to improve their performance at work.

The second category of research on emotional responses to negative feedback concerns
the role of discrete emotions. However, compared to the literature on general affect, little has
been done to examine discrete emotional processes, although some research has examined the
specific emotions of anger, guilt, and sadness. Negative feedback was found to elicit
employees’ anger, which leads to negative social behaviors, unfavorable evaluations of the
supervisor, and decreased acceptance of such feedback (Johnson & Connelly, 2014;
Niemann, Wisse, Rus, Van Yperen, & Sassenberg, 2014). Further, elicited guilt was found to
enhance positive social behaviors and evaluations of the supervisor (Johnson & Connelly,
2014), while a recent study suggested that negative feedback increases sadness, which in turn
leads to low performance on future tasks (Motro, Comer, & Lenaghan, 2020).

2.4 Boundary conditions of negative feedback processes

Given the mixed findings on the impacts of negative feedback, a major concern is to
investigate contingent factors, addressing when negative feedback is more or less likely to be
effective (e.g., Audia & Locke, 2003; O’Malley & Gregory, 2011). The literature reveals the
three main contingent factors in negative feedback effectiveness to be the characteristics of
the recipient, of the feedback source, and of the feedback and task. This theorization is
consistent with the CAPS framework. CAPS assumes that individuals differ in the ease with
which cognitive-affective units (CAUs) are activated, as well as organizing relationships
among CAUs (Mischel & Shoda, 2008). Therefore, individual differences between recipients
could moderate the influences of negative feedback (Zimmerman, Swider, Woo, & Allen,

2016). According to CAPS, the encoding process filters the objective features of the situation
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into subjective impression and other CAUs. Feedback and task characteristics, as well as
supervisor characteristics, constitute the situation along with the feedback, so may impact the
encoding process that transmits negative feedback into cognitive and affective reactions.
2.4.1 Recipient characteristics

Individual differences are one of the most important contingencies in the effectiveness
of negative feedback. Negative feedback effectiveness varies because individuals have
different interpretations of such feedback. Employees are adaptive to negative feedback when
they appraise feedback as an opportunity for development, and maladaptive when they view
the feedback as a threat. For example, for employees with a learning goal orientation or
holding incremental theory, negative feedback is more likely to be perceived as an
opportunity for improvement (Brett & Atwater, 2001; Culbertson, Henning, & Payne, 2013;
Dimotakis et al., 2017). Likewise, individuals who frequently reappraise experiences are
likely to frame negative feedback in a positive light, and thus experience little negative affect
and increase their subsequent performance (Raftery & Bizer, 2009; Young et al., 2017). More
general feedback orientation, which reflects “an individual’s overall receptivity to feedback”™
(London & Smith, 2002, p. 81), is found to enhance the effectiveness of negative feedback
(Wang et al., 2015).

Individuals’ sensitivity to punishments and rewards is another significant boundary
condition of negative feedback effectiveness. Individuals with a prevention focus tend to
avoid failure and loss, and therefore have a higher motivation to exert effort after negative
feedback (Van Dijk & Kluger, 2004). Individuals with a highly sensitive behavioral
inhibition system tend to experience stronger negative emotions after negative feedback than

those with a less sensitive behavioral inhibition system (Ilies et al., 2010).
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2.4.2 Feedback source characteristics

The characteristics of the feedback source, usually a supervisor, can be important in
determining how employees understand and respond to such feedback. The credibility of the
feedback source, for example, can inform employees of the accuracy of the feedback, and
therefore enhance feedback effectiveness. Feedback source credibility leads to satisfaction,
employees being motivated to use the feedback, and actual performance improvements after
negative feedback (Podsakoff & Farh, 1998; Steelman & Rutkowski, 2004). Consistent with
these results, a supervisor’s expert and referent power positively predict performance
improvement (Fedor, Davis, Maslyn, & Mathieson, 2001).

The manner in which supervisors deliver feedback also impacts on the effectiveness of
negative feedback. Supervisors engaging in a constructive and helpful manner when
conveying negative feedback can facilitate numerous positive outcomes (O’Malley &
Gregory, 2011). For example, employees are more motivated to improve performance when
negative feedback is delivered in a considerate manner (Steelman & Rutkowski, 2004).
Managerial accounts, or “the use of language to interactionally construct preferred meanings
for problematic events” (Buttny, 1993, p. 21), can influence employees’ negative reactions
towards negative feedback. Concessions, excuses, and justifications made by supervisors
reduce the detrimental effects, while refusal such as mystification or empty explanation does
not influence employees’ reactions (Tata, 2002).

The emotion displayed in communicating negative feedback also matters. A display of
empathic concern along with negative feedback communicates the supervisor’s personal care
for and interest in the employee, which will reduce the threat associated with negative
feedback and lessen its potential negative impacts (Young et al., 2017). Supervisors’
expression of disappointment along with negative feedback evokes recipients’ feelings of

responsibility, which is likely to result in beneficial attitudes and behaviors. Conversely, an
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expression of anger is likely to elicit reciprocal anger and have negative ramifications
(Johnson & Connelly, 2014).
2.4.3 Feedback and task characteristics

The content and quality of the feedback have an impact on reactions towards negative
feedback. Feedback quality can lessen the negative influence of negative feedback on
satisfaction and motivation (Steelman & Rutkowski, 2004). With regard to feedback content,
Hu et al. (2019) found that more negative feedback on goal progress was related to less career
exploration and less goal shifting, while negative feedback on goal suitability and a need for
improvement was associated with higher career goal shifting.

Further, task characteristics have been demonstrated to moderate the effects of feedback
on motivation and performance. Zhou (1998) explored the role of task autonomy and found
negative feedback in a controlling style when there is low task autonomy leads to less
creative performance. Vancouver and Tischner (2004) found that when cognitive resources
were required to perform a task, negative feedback will impair its performance; otherwise,
negative feedback can weakly improve performance. Van Dijk and Kluger (2011) continued
to explore the role of task type by considering the motivational demands of tasks. Tasks
requiring vigilance and attention to detail tend to evoke a prevention focus from employees,
and so negative feedback could enhance their motivation to exert effort.

3. Literature review synthesis

The literature review reveals promising empirical developments in the study of negative
feedback. The early work of Kluger and DeNisi (1996) concluded that feedback decreased
performance more than a third of the time, for both positive and negative feedback. Since
then, researchers have investigated the effectiveness of negative feedback. Review and
conceptual articles provide a useful roadmap for examining the influences of negative

feedback (e.g., Alam & Singh, 2019; Audia & Locke, 2003; Iigen & Davis, 2000; O’Malley
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& Gregory, 2011). Research to date has validated the role of negative feedback in shaping
employees’ attitudes and behaviors while highlighting the importance of continuing to
advance our knowledge about the potential mechanisms and boundary conditions of negative
feedback influences.

Based on the literature review, a number of knowledge gaps still need to be addressed to
broaden our understanding of the effectiveness of negative feedback. First, current research
mostly conceptualizes negative feedback as an episode in an event, which carries the formal
information for a specific task. That is, researchers emphasize regular performance feedback
during formal performance appraisal (e.g., Wang et al., 2015) and feedback in developmental
assessment centers (e.g., Dimotakis et al., 2017), largely ignoring continuous, frequent, real-
time informal feedback in the organizational context. This constitutes a conspicuous gap,
since informal feedback is more common and influential, and prominent organizations such
as Accenture and Microsoft have shifted their emphasis to regular informal supervisor
feedback in recent years (Adler et al., 2016; Buckingham & Goodall, 2015). Examining the
process of informal negative feedback can contribute to a better understanding of its effects,
which has both theoretical and practical implications.

Second, cognitive processes have been operationalized in different ways, without
providing a systematic and consistent theoretical lens. For example, studies suggest negative
feedback leads to perceptions that feedback is not useful or accurate (Brett & Atwater, 2001;
Wang et al., 2015), a consequence of perceived value and perceived threat (Zingoni & Byron,
2017), and less self-efficacy (Ilies et al., 2010). However those studies did not provide an
overarching framework for the choice of these cognitive variables, and may thus create
confusion about what cognitive processes employees may experience and why.
Understanding reactions to feedback requires an examination of how employees perceive and

appraise negative feedback (Dimotakis et al., 2017; Zingoni & Byron, 2017). Like other
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organizational practices, supervisor negative feedback constitutes an important characteristic
of the work environment. Employees tend to make inferences from supervisor negative
feedback as a way to make sense of their work environment (Van De Voorde & Beijer,
2015). However, there is still a limited understanding of how employees attach meaning to
negative feedback and how these meanings shape their reactions (Hempel, 2008).

Third, the relationship between feedback and affect has attracted increasing attention in
recent years. Research has generally shown that negative feedback comes with employee’s
increased negative affect, which in turn leads to unfavorable outcomes (e.g., Belschak & Den
Hartog, 2009; Ilies & Judge, 2005; Young et al., 2017). However, the aggregation of discrete
emotions into general affect may depress the specific utility of discrete emotions. Given that
discrete emotions have a distinct motivational and behavioral profile that goes beyond simple
positive and negative valence (Lazarus & Cohen-Charash, 2001), this constitutes an
important gap in feedback literature. Indeed, there are increasing calls for more research in
discrete emotions instead of general affect (e.g., Ashkanasy & Dorris, 2017; Gooty, Gavin, &
Ashkanasy, 2009; Lindebaum & Jordan, 2012). Practically, although it may be unrealistic to
expect employees to have positive affect after criticism, organizations and managers can still
shape employees’ discrete negative emotions to reduce undesirable effects.

Fourth, there is a lack of research combining cognitive and affective perspectives to
investigate the effectiveness of negative feedback. On one hand, negative feedback
constitutes a specific situational stimulus. The process through which an individual forms
motivation and behavior after feedback is a process of self-regulation (Carver, 2004). The
basic feature of self-regulation systems lies in their assumed cognitive-affective framework
(Kunda, 1999). Therefore, to fully understand the self-regulation process, it is necessary to
understand the cognitive and affective subsystems within this framework (Mischel & Shoda,

2008). On the other hand, there is evidence that cognition and affect have relatively distinct
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contributions on different types of work behaviors (e.g., Dionisi & Barling, 2019; Lee &
Allen, 2002). That is, some work behaviors are primarily driven by cognitive evaluations,
while others are driven by affect (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Combining these two
perspectives and investigating their effects on various consequences could further deepen our
understanding of the effectiveness of negative feedback.

4. Philosophical research position

The differences between the research paradigms of positivism and constructivism are
reflected in three aspects: ontology, epistemology, and methodology (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).
First, positivism assumes that a reality exists and can be converged on through research,
while constructivism assumes that a reality is constructed in a specific context and needs to
be interpreted. Second, positivists base their work on previous literature and test hypotheses
in an empirical way to get to the reality. On the contrary, constructivists describe what they
see to understand the reality in its unique context. Third, positivists emphasize the use of
reliable and valid methods, such as experimental and survey research, while constructivists
emphasize the use of methods in a natural context, such as ethnography, grounded theory,
and phenomenological research.

This thesis is embedded in the positivist approach, for three reasons. First, the research
in this thesis deals with a contingency theory approach, which largely draws upon positivist
assumptions of ontology. Second, the research in this thesis draws upon particular theories
(e.g., the CAPS framework, attributional perspective, and affective events theory); the
theory-testing nature of the thesis matches the approach of positivism. Finally, one of the key
focuses of positivism, this thesis investigates the relationships among variables to address
research gaps, rather than interpreting the potential meanings of a phenomenon. Therefore,

the thesis adopts a positivist approach to address its research questions.
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Following positivism, this thesis adopts a quantitative research approach. Specifically,
the research method involved the use of field surveys to collect data. Standardized
instruments were used to measure constructs at different levels, and data analysis strategies
were adopted to identify the relationships among variables. Finally, the findings were drawn
based on the statistical results.

5. Overview of the program of research

This program of research primarily aims to broaden our understanding of the
effectiveness of negative feedback by examining the underlying mechanisms from different
perspectives. We limited our focus to negative feedback from employees’ immediate
supervisors for two reasons: first, the immediate supervisor is the preferred source of
feedback for employees (Kuvaas, Buch, & Dysvik, 2017); and second, immediate supervisors
are also the most important source of feedback (London, 2003), serving as the organization’s
agents and putting performance management into practice. In light of the gaps in the
literature, we begin by identifying employees’ cognitive interpretations in a theory-driven
framework, specifically how these interpretations explain the variation in employees’
negative feedback responses (Chapter 2, Study 1). Next, we turn to examining discrete
emotions as the underlying mechanism between negative feedback and employee outcomes,
where a particular emotion acts as a “double-edged sword” in influencing employees’ distinct
responses (Chapter 3, Study 2). We then combine cognitive and affective perspectives to
investigate the two concurrent states in predicting different outcomes of negative feedback
(Chapter 4, Study 3). Indicators of the effectiveness of negative feedback (i.e., the outcomes)
in this thesis include employees’ motivation, psychological well-being, and work behaviors.

The full research model is presented in Figure 1.
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The PhD thesis consists of five chapters. Chapter 1 (the present chapter) provides the
context of the research program, a review of the relevant literature, and a broad overview of
the research program. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 each present an empirical paper which focuses on
the effectiveness of negative feedback from a different perspective. Following the standard
practice for a thesis by publication, the three papers are presented in manuscript format, and
each begins with a short introduction and ends with a short conclusion positioning them
within the overall thesis. As illustrated in Figure 1, the studies are organized based on the
general perspective they take to investigate negative feedback effectiveness. The thesis
progresses from a specifically cognitive perspective to a specifically affective perspective,
before examining both together. Correspondingly, the focus of the thesis progresses from
employees’ cognitive responses, to their affective responses, then to the two types of
responses simultaneously.

A summary of the research design for each study is presented in Table 1. All
instructions and items used in data collection in China were provided in Chinese: since some
measures used were originally in English, they were translated into Chinese when required
following Brislin’s (1980) translation-back translation procedure.

Table 1. Summary of study design

Study Research Sample Study variables
context P Predictors Moderators Mediators Outcomes
US N =370 Superv.lsor Feedback o
1 negative  Core self- r Motivation to
China N =329 feedback  evaluation Motve learn
attributions
Daily
N=119, supervisor  Leader- .
2 China 530 pairs of  negative member Shame Well-being,
performance

observations feedback  exchange

Supervisor  Leader- Organization-  Feedback-seeking

3 China N =220 negative member based self: behav1or,. .
esteem, feedback-avoiding
feedback  exchange . .
frustration behavior
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Chapter 2, titled “Supervisor negative feedback and employee motivation to learn: A
motive attribution perspective”, examines the mediating mechanism of a specific cognitive
state (i.e., employees’ attribution towards negative feedback) among both US and Chinese
employees. This study aims to investigate when supervisor negative feedback evokes distinct
attributions, and how these attributions influence employees’ motivation to improve. By
integrating employees’ core self-evaluations as the boundary condition, this study confirms
that individual differences determine the attributions and motivational responses towards
negative feedback.

Chapter 3, “Feeling of shame: The short-term effects of supervisor negative feedback on
employee well-being and performance”, examines the mediating mechanism of a specific
affective state (i.e., the emotion of shame) among Chinese employees. This study aims to
examine the role of shame in the within-person relationship between supervisor negative
feedback and the concurrent outcomes of employees’ well-being and work performance.
Further, leader-member exchange was used as a moderator to reveal when these effects are
more likely or less likely to emerge. The findings confirm negative feedback’s double-edged
effects through shame, with dyad relationship quality as the contingency.

Chapter 4 is titled ““How I think’ versus ‘how I feel’: The effects of supervisor negative
feedback on employees’ feedback-seeking and feedback-avoiding behaviors” and presents an
empirical test of a mediated model of both cognitive and affective states among Chinese
employees. In line with the propositions of CAPS, it tests an integrative process model by
examining employees’ organization-based self-esteem and frustration as two underlying
mechanisms, as well as leader-member exchange as the boundary condition. The findings of
this study reveal the different roles of cognitive and affective states in predicting feedback
management behaviors, as well as the role of dyad relationship quality in shaping these two

mechanisms.
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Finally, Chapter 5 provides a general discussion of the three studies and summarizes the
main findings of the research. Implications for feedback theory and practice are offered and
future research directions are suggested in this final chapter. A complete list of references in
this thesis is provided at the end of the thesis.

Given this is a thesis by publication, the studies are formatted differently depending on
the submission guidelines of the target journals. Tables and figures have been included in
their place in the text of each chapter for ease of reading. In addition, there are some
repetitions and overlaps in terms of the background and the literature review across the
introductory chapter and the various studies in Chapters 2 to 4, the key findings and
discussion across the individual studies and the concluding general discussion chapter. The
complete set of references finishes the thesis. Appendix A, B, and C list the measures for

each study. Appendix D presents the Ethics Approval Letter for this thesis project.
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Introduction to Study One

The first of the studies in this thesis is a quantitative study focused on the way cognition
is involved in determining the outcomes of negative feedback. We draw on an attribution
perspective to explore the mediating role of different types of attributions in linking negative
feedback and employee outcomes. In making attributions, employees interpret and give
psychological meaning to feedback, and this in turn influences their motivational outcomes.
We investigate under which conditions different sorts of attribution are more likely or less
likely to emerge. By doing so, we aim to examine #ow and when supervisor negative
feedback leads to variability in employees’ motivation to learn, a cognitive issue. We
collected two samples to test the hypotheses about how and when supervisor negative
feedback would lead to particular outcomes. The first is a sample of 370 employees in the
USA and the second is a sample of 302 hospital nurses in China. The results generalized
across the two studies and provide support for our model.

This paper was presented at the Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management held in
Boston, Massachusetts, USA, in August 2019. This paper has been prepared according to the
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Abstract
The variability that has been found in employee responses towards negative feedback
highlights a need to investigate the attributions employees make about their supervisor’s
motives in giving feedback. We propose and test a model in which supervisor negative
feedback and employee core self-evaluation (CSE) are interactively related to employees
attributing supervisor feedback to performance-driven (external attribution) or self-serving
(internal attribution) reasons. These two motive attributions, in turn, influence employee
motivation to learn. We tested our hypotheses using three-wave time-lagged survey data from
370 employees in the United States (Study 1) and 302 hospital nurses in China (Study 2).
Consistent with our theorizing, supervisor negative feedback had a stronger relationship with
external attribution when CSE is higher, and a stronger relationship with internal attribution
when CSE is lower. External and internal attributions of supervisor negative feedback
respectively enhance and impair employee motivation to learn. Motivation to learn was
positively related to learning performance. Implications for research and practice are

discussed.

Keywords: Core self-evaluation, feedback motive attribution, learning performance,

motivation to learn, supervisor negative feedback.
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1. Introduction

Negative feedback refers to the activity of informing employees that their current
performance is below expectations. Such feedback is a primary means of influencing
employee behavior but has been a conundrum for both researchers and practitioners (see
reviews by Audia and Locke, 2003; O’Malley and Gregory, 2011; Kluger and DeNisi, 1996).
Negative feedback highlights for employees the discrepancies between their performance and
the goals, and motivates them to improve their performance (Carver and Scheier, 1998;
Podsakoff and Farh, 1989). However, growing evidence indicates such feedback may not
necessarily be effective. Negative feedback can evoke negative emotions (Belschak and Den
Hartog, 2009; Young et al., 2017) or be perceived as inaccurate (Brett and Atwater, 2001;
Ilgen et al., 1979), both of which demotivate employees to take corrective action (Li et al.,
2014). Attribution research provides a useful perspective to explain such variability in
employee motivational consequences (Weiner, 2011). Research has overwhelmingly focused
on the attribution of the cause of the observed performance (e.g., Bannister, 1986; Donovan
and Williams, 2003; Liden and Mitchell, 1985). It finds that employees are willing to work to
improve only when they attribute the performance to internal or external factors that are
controllable, such as a lack of effort or of external help (Ilgen and Davis, 2000).

Although these studies on causal attributions for poor performance have provided many
valuable insights, this line of research is based on an implicit assumption that employees
acknowledge their underperformance after negative feedback, which paints employees as
generally passive receivers of the feedback information. In fact, employees in reality would
be more likely to actively make sense of the negative feedback by interpreting their
supervisors’ motives in giving such feedback (Fedor et al., 1989, 1990; Wu and Leung,
2000). The motive attribution perspective postulates that individuals have an innate desire to

understand the underlying motives of the actor, and this ascribed meaning will influence how
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the perceiver reacts (Ferris et al., 1995; Regan, 1978). Although the concept of motive
attribution and its application in organizational behavior research has attracted considerable
interest in recent years (e.g., in studies of abusive supervision, Liu et al., 2012; ethical
leadership, Li et al., 2017; human resource practices, Hewett et al., 2019), there is a dearth of
empirical research clarifying its role in the feedback process. This is a significant oversight
since in the context of supervisor-employee interactions, supervisor motives impact
employees’ interpretations of the nature of supervisor behaviors, as well as their subsequent
reactions (Dasborough and Ashkanasy, 2002). Based on previous work on testing the
mediating role of causal attributions (e.g., Green et al., 1994), our model aims to highlight
how motive attribution represents an alternative mechanism that explains the different
responses to negative feedback.

Following an attribution perspective, individual differences can influence the extent to
which employees draw inferences from their supervisor’s behavior (Shao et al., 2018; Van
Kleef et al., 2009).That is, different employees may make distinct attributions of motive on
the basis of the negative feedback they receive, which then leads to variability in their
motivational responses. In this study, we focus on a specific disposition, core self-evaluation
(CSE, Judge et al., 1997). As an aggregate construct, CSE comprises four personality traits
underlying individuals’ cognitive appraisal processes: self-esteem, generalized self-efficacy,
emotional stability, and locus of control. These four traits function together in an employee’s
understanding of their work environment (Johnson et al., 2008; Rode et al., 2012). Compared
to single personality traits, CSE addresses the mutual influences at an overall level and would
be expected to play a critical role in employees’ inferences about their supervisor’s feedback.
CSE has been found to shape an individual’s response to supervisor behaviors, especially
when the context involves unfavorable outcomes (e.g., Deng and Leung, 2014; Zhang et al.,

2014). More relevant to our study, Chang et al. (2012) suggested that CSE is “particularly
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well-suited for improving understanding of employee reactions to negative feedback™ (p.
115). Following their lead, we suggest that motive attributions elicited by negative feedback
are contingent on employees’ CSE. Specifically, we postulate that high-CSE employees tend
to infer that the reasons for negative feedback are constructive, while low-CSE employees are
more likely to make nonconstructive inferences.

To summarize, supervisor negative feedback leads to distinct motive attributions that are
proximal determinants of motivational outcomes for some employees, and our model
integrates CSE to suggest for which employees this occurs. In particular, we investigate
employees’ motivation to learn, that is, their willingness to engage in training and
development activities and to take on learning experiences (Major et al., 2006). We focus on
learning for two main reasons. Theoretically, motivation to learn reflects the degree to which
employees desire to initiate positive change and solve problems, which is the intended
function of negative feedback. The importance of feedback for learning has long been
emphasized (Cannon and Witherspoon, 2005; Zingoni and Byron, 2017); however, existing
studies on feedback and learning-related outcomes have conflicting findings (e.g., with
feedback leading to an increase in learning, Liu and Xiang, 2018; or a decrease in learning,
Bezuijen et al., 2010), highlighting the need for a more nuanced view. Practically,
participation in learning activities is critical for employees to remain knowledgeable and
skillful in a rapidly changing workplace (Manuti et al., 2015), and fostering employee
learning has become a major priority for management. Thus, examining motivation to learn
provides practical implications on the use of feedback to manage learning effectively.

We aim to make two contributions to the feedback and attribution literature. The first
novel aspect of this study is that we investigate motive attribution and its role in negative
feedback’s influences Although the concept of feedback motive attribution was introduced in

1989 (Fedor et al., 1989), research is surprisingly rare. We adopt two types of attribution—
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external and internal—that employees often make about feedback and test their differential
roles in predicting motivation to learn. By doing so, we advance a new theoretical lens for
explaining how employees respond to negative feedback. We explain why such feedback can
both increase and decrease employee motivation, which helps to integrate the inconsistent
findings on the effects of negative feedback. Second, by investigating the role of employee
CSE, we formulate how supervisor feedback and employee characteristics jointly shape
different motive attributions. The individual differences determine when each attribution will
prevail and contribute to more complete and precise predictions of the overall effects of
negative feedback. Our study thus sheds new light on the contingency of negative feedback
effects and helps illustrate for whom supervisor negative feedback is more likely to exert
beneficial or detrimental effects. We test our hypotheses in a moderated mediation model as

presented in Figure 1.

Core self-evaluation

+ External motive attribution

Supervisor negative

feedback Motivation to learn

+ Internal motive attribution

Figure 1. The research model
2. Theoretical framework and hypotheses
2.1 A motive attribution perspective of supervisor negative feedback
The underlying premise of an attribution perspective is that people have a fundamental
tendency to search for the causes of events that affect them (Heider, 1958; Kelley, 1967;
Weiner, 1986). Motives play a central role in identifying the causes and ascribing meaning to

others’ behaviors (Dasborough and Ashkanasy, 2002; Ferris et al., 1995). Perceiving motives
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helps an observer understand and predict an actor’s behavior, and is therefore critical in
interpersonal interactions (Thomas and Pondy, 1977). Combined with the feedback context,
employees will not only hear what the supervisor says but will also actively interpret their
motives and intentions in giving that feedback. Since feedback is normally communicated
informally on a daily basis (Steelman et al., 2004), its ever-changing context requires active
processing by the recipient (Fedor et al., 1990).

According to Heider (1958), a fundamental consideration for explaining why someone
behaved as they did is whether the locus of causality is internal or external to the person.
Following Hempel (2008), we divide the motives behind negative feedback into external and
internal attributions. External attribution refers to the extent to which employees perceive a
supervisor’s motive as being external to that supervisor, such as them acting to maintain the
company’s competitive position, or to improve an employee’s performance at work. Such
attribution is perceived as task- and performance-driven and may be associated with positive
motivational outcomes. Internal attribution refers to the extent to which employees ascribe
the cause of the supervisor’s negative feedback to factors that relate to that supervisor’s
disposition or to self-serving factors, such as the supervisor’s dislike of the employee, the
supervisor feeling their status is threatened, or the supervisor being in a bad mood. In cases of
internal attribution, the feedback is perceived as a hidden message concerning matters other
than performance and may lead to a decline in work motivation (Hempel, 2008).

Motive attributions are said to mediate between an actor’s behavior and the observer’s
response (Thomas and Pondy, 1977). Previous research has found that motive attribution
transmits the influence of leadership and human resource practices to employees (e.g., Li et
al., 2017; Van De Voorde and Beijer, 2015). Following these arguments, negative feedback
provides employees with relevant information about the supervisor and the situation, so

employees may infer what is implied from the negative feedback. These inferences will

39



further enable employees to formulate appropriate reactions to deal with the negative
feedback. In this process, individuals can make internal or external attributions or a mix of
the two (Fedor et al., 1989). Given the complexity involved in the attribution process,
employees often make multiple attributions at once, and feel less or more confident about any
given one (Burton et al., 2014; Eberly et al., 2011). The multiple attribution processes begs
the question: In which ways do employees determine a supervisor’s motives after
experiencing negative feedback, and how do these conclusions impact their motivations to
improve? In the next section, we develop arguments concerning how personal CSE may aid
employees’ appraisal in ways that strengthen or weaken their tendencies to make external or
internal attribution, respectively. We then examine the effects of these two attributions on
motivation to learn.

2.2 Supervisor negative feedback and feedback motive attribution: Moderating role of
Core Self Evaluation (CSE)

Kelly and Michela’s (1980) theorizing highlights the importance of individuals’ beliefs
and expectations in shaping their attributions. Employees can understand supervisor negative
feedback as negative feedback delivered by a specific supervisor, and thus the way that
employees appraise that particular supervisor and their negative feedback would impact their
attributions. CSE refers to “fundamental premises that individuals hold about themselves and
their functioning in the world” (Judge et al., 1998, p. 161). Defined as the fundamental
evaluation of self, CSE is closely correlated with the evaluation of others and the world
(Judge et al., 1998). In the workplace, such a positive self-evaluation is especially salient in
shaping employees’ positive appraisals of supervisors and work events (Chang et al., 2012;
Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2009). Therefore, CSE represents an appropriate moderator to
examine how employees make different attributions by examining its influence on appraisals

of the supervisor and the feedback.
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We argue that a higher level of CSE is associated with a stronger influence of negative
feedback on external attribution. First, high-CSE employees tend to present their supervisors
in a positive way. We argue that self-evaluation can function as a source of interpersonal
attitudes. The same experiences and heredity that lead to positive self-evaluation also lead
people to view others favorably (Gardner and Pierce, 2009; Judge et al., 1998). People with a
positive self-evaluation also perceive the world as benevolent and just, and are inclined to
trust others (Goel et al., 2005). Therefore, people with high levels of CSE are likely to
consider others to be fundamentally trustworthy. Employees of this type may thus consider
situational explanations of negative events, while absolving the supervisor from
responsibility. In the context of negative feedback, high-CSE employees would tend to infer
no malicious intent on the part of the supervisor, but rather a concern for performance. That
is, a given level of negative feedback will be associated with stronger external attribution for
employees with high CSE.

Second, employees with high CSE tend to approach negative feedback as an
opportunity. These individuals view their environment in a positive way and are less sensitive
to negative stimuli (Chang et al., 2012). High-CSE employees perceive their work as
motivating and experience their conditions of work positively (Gardner and Pierce, 2010).
These positive beliefs provide a cognitive framework to guide their thinking about negative
feedback. For such employees, negative feedback carries information about shortcomings in
their work and suggests how they can make improvements (Bezuijen et al., 2010).
Interpreting feedback in this way is also consistent with their positive image, which is
maintained across different situations (Judge et al., 2003). To the extent that an employee
focuses on his or her performance, he or she will be inclined to attribute supervisor feedback

as stemming from a concern for performance—for example, “the supervisor criticizes me due
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to my underperformance, in order that I can obtain a higher level of achievement”. Thus, we
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Negative feedback has a stronger positive correlation with external motive
attribution for employees with higher CSE (than for those with lower CSE).

In contrast, when employees’ self-evaluation is low, their evaluation of their supervisor
will correspondingly be unfavorable. People who evaluate themselves negatively have similar
attitudes towards others (Walther and Trasselli, 2003). This is because low self-evaluators
tend to perceive others and the world as dangerous and malevolent, and they are
“contemptuously distrustful of human nature and motives” (Judge et al., 1997, p. 166). Low
CSE is shown to predict cynicism, which makes employees readily infer malicious intent on
the part of supervisors (Scott and Zweig, 2016). An empirical investigation showed that
individuals with lower self-esteem attributing hostile intent to their supervisors when
receiving feedback (Reijntjes et al., 2011). In addition, low-CSE employees in particular tend
to experience distress when facing negative events at work (Zhou et al., 2015), and such
negative affect fosters a skeptical interpretation of the motives of others, considering that
they are operating out of self-interest (Forgas and George, 2001). Therefore, the effects of
negative feedback on internal attribution will be amplified.

Further, employees with low CSE tend to perceive negative feedback as a threat. Low-
CSE individuals are sensitive to potential negative thoughts about themselves or their
perceived weaknesses (Zhang et al., 2014), so they tend to interpret work events as being
threatening. Although negative feedback merely carries information about underperformance,
low-CSE employees are likely to personalize the feedback since they easily relate the
negative stimuli to their self-concept (Swann, 1987), and so interpret that there are implicit
meanings behind the negative feedback, such as their supervisor personally targeting them for

blame. The more strongly an employee focuses on hidden meanings, the more they will be
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inclined to attribute a personal motive to their supervisor. Based on these arguments, we
expect to observe the moderating effects of CSE on the influence of supervisor negative
feedback on employee internal motive attribution:

Hypothesis 2: Negative feedback has a stronger positive correlation with internal motive
attribution for employees with lower CSE (than for those with higher CSE).
2.3 Feedback motive attribution and motivation to learn

Ferris et al. (1995) suggested that people respond to attributed motives rather than to a
behavior itself. Attributions enable employees to assess a situation both cognitively and
affectively (Harvey et al., 2014), which helps them decide on the appropriate response. We
argue that an external attribution, that is an understanding that a supervisor delivers feedback
because they have a genuine focus on performance, will enhance an employee’s motivation
to learn. First, such an attribution predisposes employees to become aware that their
performance is not adequate to meet external standards, imposing a continuous demand for
more effort in the work. External attribution also encourages employees to assess the
information contained in the feedback, which can help them detect their current shortcomings
and potential opportunities to overcome them (Chen et al., 2017). The demand for more
effort, combined with opportunities to improve, foster employees’ motivation to learn
(Karasek, 1979; Taris et al., 2003). This is consistent with theorizing that when a situation
that led to negative feedback is attributed to controllable factors (that is, employee’s own
performance), this causes employees to maintain striving toward goals (Kelly and Michela,
1980). Second, external attribution means that the feedback is understood to result from
external circumstances and is contingent on performance. That is, supervisors are interpreted
as delivering negative feedback for the good of employees, the organization, and other
stakeholders. Such supervisors are normally perceived as effective and charismatic (Atwater

et al., 1997; Shao et al., 2018), and employees may thus preserve a favorable attitude towards
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the supervisor. Faced with a supervisor’s expectations that they will improve their
performance, employees are motivated to approach the task by making novel improvements
(Gaddis et al., 2004), which also involve learning.

Prior studies also provide indirect support for our theorizing. For example, Liu et al.
(2012) found that when employees perceive that abusive supervision is driven by motives of
improved performance, they are more likely to achieve higher creative performance.
Similarly, Sue-Chan et al. (2011) argued that attributions that supervisor’s coaching was for
the benefit of subordinates is positively related to employee performance. In conjunction with
our prediction that the positive relationship between negative feedback and external
attribution is stronger when CSE is higher (H1), we expect the following moderated
mediation effect:

Hypothesis 3: Negative feedback has a stronger positive indirect effect on motivation to
learn through external attribution for employees with higher CSE than for those with lower
CSE.

In contrast, we suggest a negative relationship between internal attribution and
motivation to learn. First, the interpretation of negative feedback as motivated by reasons
internal to the supervisor reinforces the belief that the feedback is not related to performance
(Hempel, 2008). For example, employees may draw the conclusion that “my supervisor is a
critical person, and always gives negative feedback, no matter what”, which distracts their
attention from the information about their performance that is carried by feedback. Therefore,
internal attribution leads to employees discounting the value of feedback information and
failing to seize improvement opportunities. Consequently, employees are unwilling to
participate in learning and development. Second, internal attribution also results in an
unfavorable evaluation of the supervisor (Schaubroeck and Shao, 2012). This attribution

leads employees to expect that they will receive negative feedback in the future, leading to
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dissatisfaction with their supervisor (Chen et al., 2017; Leung et al., 2001). Therefore
employees are discouraged from following their supervisor’s instructions and are less likely
to be motivated to learn and improve. We argued above that employees are more likely to
make internal attribution when they have low CSE, which leads to the following moderated
mediation hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Negative feedback has a stronger positive indirect effect on motivation to
learn through internal attribution for employees with lower CSE than for those with higher
CSE.

We tested our hypotheses across two multi-wave studies of different populations. Study
1 examined the full research model using a sample of employees in the USA. Study 2
replicated the results using a Chinese sample and extended the results by including objective
learning performance data. Details of these two studies are presented below.

3. Study 1: Methods
3.1 Sample and procedure

Data were collected through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), which is commonly
used in social sciences research (Litman et al., 2017; Mason and Suri, 2012). Such
crowdsourced data have shown similar psychometric properties and validities to data
obtained by conventional methods, especially in English-speaking countries (Cheung et al.,
2017, Feitosa et al., 2015; Walter et al., 2019). To qualify for the survey, participants were
required to (a) be employed full-time and (b) live in the United States. Following the best
practices of MTurk research (Porter et al., 2019), we selected “high-reputation” participants
by recruiting only those who had completed at least 50 MTurk assignments and had a higher
than 95% approval rating (this indicates the frequency with which the respondent’s data were
accepted as valid by previous researchers). We collected data in three waves, by sending

invitation emails to the participants for follow-up surveys using the TurkPrime functionality.
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Participants received US$1 in exchange for completing the initial survey, US$2 for the
second survey, and US$4 for the final survey. To identify careless online responding, each
survey contained one instructed response item (e.g., “To monitor quality, please respond with
‘Strongly agree’ for this item”; Meade and Craig, 2012).

We recruited 500 participants at the initial stage. A total of 497 participants completed
the Time 1 survey (response rate 99.4%), which included measures of supervisor feedback,
CSE, and employee demographics. Of these, 439 took the Time 2 survey (response rate
88.3%), which included the measures of external and internal attribution two weeks later.
Finally, after an additional fortnight, 402 participants completed the Time 3 survey (response
rate 91.6%), which included the measure of motivation to learn. The length of temporal
separation is appropriate since it makes prior responses less salient and short-term memory
available, while avoiding the potential influences of contaminating factors (Fulmer and
Ostroff, 2017; Wang et al., 2019). Participants who did not respond in later surveys were
slightly younger (M = 34.5 years) than those participants who were retained (T2 M = 38.5,

p <.01; T3 M=38.8, p <.01); however, excluding age, participants did not differ across
Times 1 to 3 along any Time 1 variable, nor across Times 2 and 3 along the Time 2 variables.
This indicates that attrition was not a major problem.

Of the matched sample of 402 participants, 32 were removed from the analysis because
they failed the instructed response item or they provided inconsistent data on the
demographic questions. To check the robustness of our results, we ran our analyses with and
without these 32 participants and found the same results. The final sample of 370 participants
had an average age of 38.8 years (SD = 9.8), was 49.5% male, and had worked for their
current supervisor an average of 4.5 years (SD = 4.1). In terms of their education, 5.9%
reported they had completed high school or a lower level, 18.4% had a diploma, while 54.6%

had a bachelor’s degree, 18.9% had a master’s degree, and 2.2% had doctoral degrees.
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3.2 Measures

A five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree™) to 5 (“strongly agree”)
was used for all scales other than supervisor feedback. Scale measures are described below.

Supervisor negative feedback. The four-item scale used to measure supervisor negative
feedback was based on Steelman et al. (2004). The original scale reflects the perceived
frequency with which that feedback is believed to accurately reflect performance. However,
employees often have no, little, or inconsistent information about how well they are
performing (Ashford, 1986). In keeping with our conceptualization of supervisor negative
feedback, we revised the wording of Steelman et al.’s items to focus on negative feedback
from supervisors and de-emphasize the connotation that performance warrants such feedback.
We asked respondents to indicate how frequently their supervisor engaged in the behavior
described in each item, where the items were “lets me know that I didn’t meet some
deadlines”, “tells me that my work performance does not meet organizational standards”,
“lets me know that my job performance falls below what is expected”, and “tells me that I
made a mistake at work”. Cronbach’s alpha reliability (o) was .88 in this study. Participants
responded using a five-point Likert scale (where 1 = “never” and 5 = “always”).

Feedback attribution. External and internal attributions were measured with three items
each developed by Hempel (2008). The original scale was designed to measure the attribution
made by employees in relation to the supervisor’s provision of general feedback. In this
study, we asked respondents to indicate why their supervisors gave them negative feedback.
Sample items for external and internal attribution respectively are “Help company improve
productivity” and “Due to his/her emotions”. Cronbach’s a results were .71 and .85,
respectively, for the two scales.

Core self-evaluation. We used the Core Self-Evaluation scale (Judge et al., 2003), which

comprises self-esteem, generalized self-efficacy, emotional stability, and locus of control.
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The scale included 12 items. Sample items include “Overall, I am satisfied with myself”, “I
am capable of coping with most of my problems”, “Sometimes I feel depressed” (reverse
coded), and “I determine what will happen in my life”. Cronbach’s o was .92.

Motivation to learn. To gauge employee motivation to learn, we used Bezuijen et al.’s
(2010) eight-item scale of engagement in learning activities that measures “discretionary
behaviors in ongoing learning activities to master new knowledge, skills, and abilities”
(Bezuijen et al., 2009, p. 1248), reflecting the operationalization of motivation to learn. A
sample item is “Within my task responsibilities, I actively look for methods to improve my
work”. Cronbach’s o was .83 in this study.

Control variables. First, we measured and controlled for positive feedback to separate
out the effects of negative feedback in this study. Although some studies have treated positive
and negative feedback as opposite ends of a continuum, the two can occur relatively
independently in organizations (Kim and Kim, in press; Steelman et al., 2004). That is, a
supervisor may simultaneously provide positive feedback on some tasks while giving
negative feedback on others. For consistency with the measure of negative feedback, we
modified the four-item scale from Steelman et al. (2014): the items in our study were “(my

2 ¢¢

supervisor) lets me know that I did a good job at work™, “(my supervisor) praises my
performance”, “(I) receive praise from my supervisor”, and “(I) receive positive feedback
from my supervisor”. Cronbach’s a was .94 in this study. Participants responded using a five-
point Likert scale (where 1 = “never” and 5 = “always”).

Second, we accessed employee gender, age, and education, as these may be associated
with motivation to learn (Bezuijen et al., 2010; Colquitt et al., 2000). We also measured the
dyadic tenure between supervisor and subordinate, since this may influence employees’

perceptions of their supervisor (Wayne et al., 1997). With the exception of education, none of

these variables were related to the two attributions or the outcome. Although education was
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positively correlated with motivation to learn (» = .14, p < .01), controlling for education did
not affect the pattern of results. We therefore proceeded to hypothesis testing without
controlling for any demographics to preserve the degrees of freedom and minimize the
potential for type II errors (Calson and Wu, 2012; Schippers et al., 2013).
3.3 Analytic strategy

The hypothesized model was tested using hierarchical regression modeling with Mplus
Version 7 (Muthén and Muthén, 2015). Rather than testing using piecemeal or causal steps
approaches, we tested our hypotheses simultaneously. In examining moderating effects, we
used Aiken and West’s (1991) procedures to test the significance of interaction terms,
conduct a simple slope analysis, and plot the figures. For the tests of moderated mediating
effects, we relied on Preacher et al.’s (2007) work to calculate the index of moderated
mediation and the indirect effects at high (+1 SD) and low (-1 SD) levels of moderators.
Moderated mediation effects exist if the 95% confidence intervals (Cls) for the index exclude
zero. All bias-corrected bootstrapping was implemented by drawing 2,000 random samples
with replacement from the full sample.
4. Study 1: Results

Confirmatory factor analysis. To maintain a favorable indicator-to-sample-size ratio
(Bagozzi and Edwards, 1998), we used item parceling for CSE and motivation to learn.
Specifically, we randomly divided the 12 items for CSE and the 8 items for motivation to
learn respectively into four parcels before entering them into confirmatory factor analysis.
This yielded 22 indicators for six latent constructs. Results indicated that the theorized six-
factor model had an acceptable fit (y>(194) = 580.46, SRMR = .06, RMSEA = .07, CF1 = .92,
TLI = .91), and fit better than alternative models (e.g., a five-factor model that combined two

types of attributions: ¥2(199) = 804.20, SRMR = .08, RMSEA = .09, CFI = .88, TLI = .86; a
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five-factor model that combined negative and positive feedback: y*(199) = 1329.92,
SRMR = .12, RMSEA = .12, CFI = .78, TLI = .74).

Descriptive analysis. As shown in Table 1, correlations are generally in the expected
direction. Employee’s external attribution was positively correlated with motivation to learn
(r=.22, p <.01), while internal attribution was negatively correlated with motivation to
learn (r =-.31, p < .01). Notably, negative feedback was positively correlated with internal
attribution (» = .43, p < .01), while uncorrelated to external attribution (» = .08, n.s.).

Hypothesis testing. Table 2 shows the regression results. Supporting Hypothesis 1,
negative feedback interacted significantly with CSE in predicting external attribution
(b=.22, p < .05; Figure 2). Simple slopes analyses show the relationship between negative
feedback and external attribution was positive when CSE was high (b = .36, p < .01) but
nonsignificant when it was low (b = .03, n.s.). Supporting Hypothesis 2, the interaction was
still significant in predicting internal attribution (b = -.35, p < .01; Figure 3). Negative
feedback was positively related to internal attribution when CSE was low (b =.71, p < .01),
but the relationship was nonsignificant when it was high (b = .19, n.s.). The CSE and
negative feedback interaction term explained 2% and 3% of the variance in external and
internal attribution respectively. Regression results suggest that our model explained 22% of

the variance in employee motivation to learn.
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Table 2. Regression results testing the hypothesized model

External Internal Motivation to Learning
attribution attribution learn performance
b SE b SE b SE b SE

Study 1
Positive feedback 197 06 -427 06 207 .04
Negative feedback 207 .07 457 07  -06 .05
CSE -02 .08 -05 .07
Negative feedback*CSE 22" .09 -357 .10
External attribution 127 .03
Internal attribution -.09° .04
R? 06" 38" 227
Study 2
Positive feedback 207 06 -347 06 137 .05 71 .66
Negative feedback 107 .04 09" .04 -097 .03 -27 50
CSE 317 07 -367 .07
Negative feedback*CSE 23" 07 -14 07
External attribution 24" .04 -.63 .64
Internal attribution 117 .04 -.16 .64
Learning performance (initial) 26 .06
Motivation to learn 2.26° .96
R? 197 24" 207 127

Note: “p < .01, p < .05. N =275 when analyzing learning performance as the outcome.
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Figure 2. The moderating effect of CSE on the relationship between supervisor negative

feedback and external motive attribution (Study 1)
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Low supervisor negative feedback High supervisor negative feedback
Figure 3. The moderating effect of CSE on the relationship between supervisor negative
feedback and internal motive attribution (Study 1)

We further tested Hypotheses 3 and 4 by computing the index of moderated mediation
and conditional indirect effects. Table 3 summarizes the results of conditional indirect effects
at the higher and lower levels of the moderator (i.e., CSE). First, results indicate that CSE
significantly strengthened the indirect effect of negative feedback on motivation to learn
through external attribution (index = .03, 95% CI =[.01, .06]). The indirect effect was
positive when CSE was high (.04, 95% CI =[.01, .08]) and nonsignificant when it was low
(.00, 95% CI =[-.02, .03]). Second, CSE significantly weakened the indirect effect of
negative feedback on motivation to learn through internal attribution (index = .030, 95% CI =
[.004, .072]). Specifically, the indirect effect was negative (-.06, 95% CI = [-.12, -.01]) when
CSE was lower, but was nonsignificant (-.02, 95% CI = [-.04, .00]) when it was higher. Thus,

H3 and H4 were supported.
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Table 3. Bootstrapping results of moderated mediation effects

Negative feedback — External attribution Negative feedback — Internal attribution
— Motivation to learn — Motivation to learn
Indirect effect 95% CI Indirect effect 95% CI
Study 1
Higher CSE (+1
sD) .04 [.01,.08] -.02 [-.04, .00]
Lower CSE (-1 SD) .00 [-.02, .03] -.06 [-.12, -.01]
Study 2
Higher CSE (+1
sD) .06 [.02,.09] -.00 [-.01,.01]
Lower CSE (-1 SD) -.01 [-.04, .03] -.019 [-.042, -.003]

5. Study 2: Methods

We conducted Study 2 for three reasons: First, Study 1 was conducted using a sample
from the USA, which may engender concerns regarding the generalizability of the results, as
a country’s culture may influence the type of attribution that employees make about
organizational practices (Chiang and Birtch, 2007). Therefore, it is important to determine
whether the pattern of results is replicated in a study in a different cultural environment.
Second, despite its advantages, the use of online panel data can be controversial as there may
be systematic difference between participants who frequently engage in online surveys and
those who rarely do (Porter et al., 2019). A complementary study in a naturalistic field setting
with more control over participant selection would help to overcome such potential
limitations. Third, although we focus on employees’ motivation to learn as the outcome, that
variable is largely intra-psychic and more robust evidence is helpful in examining whether
employee performance increases after their motivation rises. A second study in a specific
organization enabled us to collect objective data about learning performance, thereby testing
the consequences of feedback and attribution on actual learning outcomes.
5.1 Sample and procedure

The data were collected from nurses in a medium-sized general hospital in southern

China. We selected nurses for two reasons. First, professional lifelong learning is essential
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for medical staff to adjust to new technologies and procedures, and to provide quality service
(Billett and Newton, 2012; Nikula, 1999). Second, nurses work with head nurses as their
supervisors, and have frequent communications with them. Poor performance by a nurse can
lead to serious harm or even the death of a patient, making negative feedback necessary and
common in this occupational group. Therefore, the healthcare sector and nurses specifically
are a highly relevant and significant setting in which to examine the research question.

Surveys were conducted during November and December of 2019. We distributed and
collected questionnaires with the assistance of the human resource manager in this hospital.
Included with each survey was a cover letter that provided information about the purpose of
the study, assured the participants that data would remain confidential, and that they could
withdraw at any time. Consistent with Study 1, three waves of surveys were conducted with a
two-week interval between each; where a participant gave the same response across all
variables in the first survey, we excluded them from follow-up surveys. Data relating to
specific variables were collected in the same sequence as Study 1, except for CSE data.
Given the temporal stability of CSE (Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller, 2011), we collected data
about CSE at Time 2 to test whether the moderating effects remain. Each participant received
a gift valued around US$3 for completing each survey. In this hospital, the “Three-Basic
Exam”, an exam of basic theories, knowledge, and technologies, was conducted for all nurses
every six months. We accessed the scores for the participants on two adjacent exams, held in
July 2019 and January 2020.

We received valid responses from 329 nurses at Time 1 (valid response rate 85.2%), 314
nurses at Time 2 (95.4%), and 302 nurses at Time 3 (96.2%). Attrition analysis indicated
participants did not differ across time along variables. Among the final sample of 302 nurses,

94.0% were female, 40.2% had completed high school or had a college degree, 58.4% had a
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bachelor’s degree, and 1.4% had a master’s degree. Their average age was 29.1 years (SD =
5.3), and the average dyadic tenure was 4.8 years (SD = 3.9).
5.2 Measures

We measured supervisor negative feedback, CSE, external and internal attribution, and
motivation to learn using the same scales as in Study 1. Notably, the CSE scale has been
validated in the Chinese context (Rode et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2020). The Cronbach’s a
results of these scales in Study 2 are .89, .90, .90, .93, and .93 respectively.

Objective learning performance. Participants’ scores on the mid-year exam in July 2019
(i.e., initial performance) and on the end-of-year exam in January 2020 (i.e., subsequent
performance) were used as measures of learning performance. Grades varied from 0 to 100,
with a result of less than 60 constituting failing the exam.

Control variables. Consistent with Study 1, we included supervisor positive feedback as
a control variable (Cronbach’s o = .85). We controlled for initial performance in the analysis
of learning performance, which allowed us to examine change in this construct as a function
of negative feedback and attribution. As with Study 1, we did not control for any
demographic variables in these analyses.
6. Study 2: Results

Confirmatory factor analysis. Consistent with Study 1, results suggest the theorized six-
factor model provides an adequate fit for the data (¥*(194) = 539.18, p < .01, SRMR = .06,
RMSEA = .08, CFI =.93, TLI =.92), and fit better than alternative models (e.g., a five-factor
model that combined two types of attributions, y*(199) = 1112.52, SRMR = .10,
RMSEA = .12, CFI = .81, TLI =.78; a five-factor model that combined negative and positive
feedback, ¥*(199) = 1508.81; SRMR = .15; RMSEA = .15; CFI = .73; TLI = .69).

Descriptive analysis. As shown in Table 1, employee external attribution was positively

correlated with motivation to learn (» = .35, p <.01), and internal attribution was negatively
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correlated with motivation to learn (r =-.31, p < .01), consistent with Study 1. Notably,
negative feedback was positively correlated with external attribution (» = .14, p < .05), while
unrelated to internal attribution (r = .10, n.s.), which is the opposite to the US sample.
Hypothesis testing. Supporting Hypothesis 1 and 2, negative feedback significantly
interacted with CSE in predicting both external attribution (b = .23, p < .01, Figure 4) and
internal attribution (b = -.14, p < .05, Figure 5). Simple slope analysis shows negative
feedback is positively associated with external attribution when CSE is high (b =23, p < .01)
but nonsignificant when it is low (b = -.03, n.s.). On the other hand, negative feedback is
positively associated with internal attribution when CSE is low (b = .17, p < .01) rather than
when it is high (b = .01, n.s.). The CSE and negative feedback interaction term explains 4%

and 1% of variance in external and internal attribution respectively.
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Figure 4. The moderating effect of CSE on the relationship between supervisor negative

feedback and external motive attribution (Study 2)
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Figure 5. The moderating effect of CSE on the relationship between supervisor negative

feedback and internal motive attribution (Study 2)

As shown in Table 3, the conditional indirect effect via external attribution was stronger
when CSE was high (.06, 95% CI = [.02, .09]) than when it was low (-.01, 95% CI =
[-.04, .03]). In contrast the conditional indirect effect via internal attribution was stronger
when CSE was low (-.019, 95% CI = [-.042, -.003]) than when it was high (-.00, 95% CI =
[-.01,.01]). These conditional indirect effects were significantly different (index of
moderated mediation, for external attribution: .05, 95% CI = [.02, .10]; for internal
attribution: .015, 95% CI =[.001, .038]), providing support for Hypotheses 3 and 4. As
shown in Table 2, motivation to learn was further associated with increased learning
performance (b = 2.26, p < .05). The results also suggest our model explained 20% of the
variance in motivation to learn, and 12% of the variance in learning performance. In sum, the
findings from Study 2 replicated and extended the findings from Study 1, in that it was shown
that employees’ motivation to learn had a positive effect on improving their actual learning

performance.
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7. General discussion

This research tested a model of the interactive influences of supervisor negative
feedback and employee core self-evaluation (CSE) on the types of motivation attribution that
employees make about the feedback, and how those attributions are related to employees’
motivation to learn. In two survey studies, one in the USA and one in China, we found that
CSE influences the extent to which employees make internal or external attributions about
negative feedback, and therefore shape how negative feedback increases or decreases
motivation to learn, which in turn leads to a higher or lower learning performance.
7.1 Theoretical implications

This research makes several theoretical contributions to the feedback literature. First, the
findings explain the effects of negative feedback by revealing the attributions underlying
employees’ responses. Despite the large volume of research on this topic, few studies have
succeeded in clarifying the effects of negative feedback (Mulder and Ellinger, 2013).
Previously established mediating variables, such as perceived self-efficacy (Dimotakis et al.,
2017; Ilies et al., 2010; Hu et al., 2018) and negative affect (Belschak and Den Hartog, 2009;
Ilies et al., 2010; Young et al., 2017), are useful for understanding the general consequences
of negative feedback. However, they do not adequately address individuals’ different
reactions, ignoring the multiple, sometimes even conflicting, mechanisms underlying
negative feedback (Zingoni and Byron, 2017). By introducing and assessing the role of
different types of attributions, the findings reveal the complexity of the processes that
influence negative feedback, and may partially account for the mixed results found in the
literature on feedback.

Attribution refers to an observer’s causal ascriptions for their own or others’ behaviors,
or more directly, why the events that people encounter have occurred (Heider, 1958). The

attribution perspective has been widely investigated in the performance appraisal and
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feedback process, and two streams of research with different foci have emerged. The first,
which includes the majority of the literature, looks at “why 7 received this negative
feedback”, or, more directly, “why 7 performed poorly”. It is about how employees explain
the causes of poor performance (see review by Hewett et al., 2018). The second relatively
rare research stream focuses on “why my supervisor gave me negative feedback”. Here the
attributions are the explanations that employees make for the causes of the supervisor
behavior, that is, the motives behind the negative feedback (Fedor et al., 1989, 1990; Hempel,
2008; Wu and Leung, 2000). Motive attribution represents an interpretive filter and is the
premise of the interpretation of actual behaviors (Ferris et al., 1995; Fishbein and Ajzen,
1975). Therefore, only after identifying a supervisor’s motive as not being personal can
employees perceive feedback as information about their performance and proceed to further
analyze the causes of this performance. Consistent with the theorizing, our results reveal the
opposing effects of motive attribution, which highlights the importance of motive in
determining the nature of negative feedback interpretation.

Although we did not hypothesize a direct relationship between negative feedback and
motivation attribution, we found some interesting results across the two samples. According
to the zero-order correlations (Table 1), negative feedback was significantly associated with
only internal attribution (r = .43, p < .01) in the US sample, while being significantly
associated with only external attribution (» = .14, p < .05) in the Chinese sample. This finding
may be explained by cultural differences between the USA and China. Employees in a
hierarchical cultural system are more likely to accept and rationalize their manager’s
criticism than those in an egalitarian system (Bond et al., 1985). Following this logic,
negative feedback may be perceived by Chinese employees as resulting from “tough love”
rather than from supervisor-internal reasons. Indeed, negative feedback is encouraged in

practice and widely used by Chinese supervisors at work. Many Chinese proverbs—such as
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“Advice is least heeded when most needed” and “Strict teachers produce outstanding
students”—also legitimize and rationalize negative feedback.

A second theoretical contribution made by our study is that it builds on an emerging
research stream about the contingencies of the effectiveness of negative feedback. We extend
previous findings that employees with higher CSE are more motivated to improve after
negative feedback (Bono and Colbert, 2005). Specifically, for employees with high CSE,
supervisor negative feedback has a “bright side” and is positively correlated with external
motivation attribution, which in turn facilitates learning. However, for employees with low
CSE, supervisor negative feedback exhibits a “dark side”, as it increases internal motivation
attribution, which hampers learning. Previous research on causal attribution of performance
suggests that people with high CSE are less likely to blame themselves for negative outcomes
(e.g., Martinko et al., 2006; Thomas and Mathieu, 1994). Our results further reveal that those
employees are also less likely to blame their supervisors for giving negative feedback. In
doing this, our investigation also responds to Deng and Leung’s (2014) call for more research
on individual differences as moderators for the processes by which employees develop
perceptions of organizational agents.

Notably, there is a competing perspective on CSE’s moderating effects. According to
self-verification theory (Swann, 1987), people are motivated to maintain stable self-views to
achieve a sense of coherence. Negative evaluation from others conflicts with the self-views
of high-CSE people, leading them to reject the information in order to re-establish the
consistency of their self-concept (e.g., Booth et al., 2019; Kacmar et al., 2009; Shantz and
Booth, 2014). Therefore under this theory, they may blame their supervisor when they are
facing the threat presented by negative feedback. However, such theorizing can only be
established when employees perceive that information violates their self-view and when they

have little control over the situation. Given their lack of dependence on external cues, high-
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CSE employees are less likely to take negative evaluation personally (Zhang et al., 2014).
Even in a threatening situation, high-CSE employees first tend to redouble their efforts to
rectify the situation, and become passive and escape from the environment only when they
cannot change the situation (Shantz and Booth, 2014). We infer that positive self-evaluators
perceive supervisor negative feedback as merely information about their performance and
believe they can do something to improve that performance, therefore supporting the adaptive
effects of CSE in our research. Nonetheless, future studies might consider manipulating
employees’ ability to control the situation to which the feedback refers and directly measure
self-verification processes to investigate the effects of CSE.
7.2 Practical implications

These results have several practical implications for managers and organizations. First,
our study highlights the powerful influence of the way in which employees perceive the
intentions behind feedback. Our results show that the feedback as well as the way that
employees attribute the motivation for feedback can explain around 20% of the variance in
employee motivation to learn (22% in Study 1 and 20% in Study 2). However, even if
supervisors deliver negative feedback only with constructive intentions, there is no guarantee
that those intentions will be uniformly perceived as constructive (Fedor et al., 1989). To
enhance the effectiveness of negative feedback, supervisors need to directly address such
perceptions to ensure that employees attribute the feedback to the supervisor’s desire to help
the company or encourage the employee to improve. In reality, supervisors often hesitate to
deliver undesirable information in order to avoid potential conflicts, making negative
feedback ambiguous (Audia and Locke, 2003). To ensure that employees view their
criticisms clearly and as legitimate, supervisors may benefit from training in communication
skills and linguistic strategies for the provision of feedback. Supervisors could also build a

sense of trust by consistently behaving constructively. For example, just interpersonal
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treatment (Leung et al., 2001) and making employees feel they are organizational insiders
(Chen et al., 2017) have been proven to be effective in strengthening employees’ positive
attributions.

Second, the study highlights the critical role of CSE in determining the effectiveness of
negative feedback. To avoid the adverse effects of negative feedback, organizations and
managers are encouraged to find ways to enhance employees’ positive self-assessment. High-
CSE applicants should receive more attention in organizations’ recruitment and selection
processes. Organizations can also design interventions to assist employees with low CSE,
such as self-efficacy training (McNatt and Judge, 2008) and self-restorative activities
(Wiesenfeld et al., 1999). Such training can help employees boost their self-confidence and
resilience. Supervisors should also pay particular attention to employees’ CSE when giving
negative feedback.

Third, our study has implications for individuals who have difficulties in dealing with
negative feedback. Since employees are less familiar with the circumstances surrounding
supervisor’s decisions, they tend to attribute supervisor behaviors to internal factors like a
grumpy personality (also known as the fundamental attribution error; Ross, 1977). Even
when supervisors give feedback out of kindness, such bias may blind employees, stopping
them from understanding supervisors’ actual intentions. Therefore, employees should be
aware that their intuitive attribution may not always hold true. Organizations could
implement training programs for employees to minimize their attribution bias, such as role
playing and experiential exercises (Martinko and Gardner, 1987).

7.3 Limitations and future research

The design of these two survey studies did not allow us to examine the causality of the

hypothesized model. Although we hypothesized the impact of feedback on employees’

motivation to learn from an attribution perspective, it could also be that motivation to learn

63



enables employees to achieve a higher performance and affects the feedback they receive.
Indeed, as feedback is provided as part of an ongoing process (Anseel et al., 2015), the
relationship between feedback and motivation to learn may be cyclical. Through different
attributions, negative feedback would then enhance or impair learning motivation, which in
turn lessens or strengthens the possibility of additional negative feedback. To examine these
possibilities, a longitudinal research design and cross-lagged modeling are required before
drawing more definitive conclusions.

A second limitation is that we focused on only two broad types of attribution that
employees make about negative feedback. Although the classification is based on the
theoretical distinction developed by Heider (1958), there are other types of attribution that
may influence feedback effectiveness. Fedor et al. (1989) summarized 36 specific purposes
for feedback and built the feedback structure around four major themes: “(a) to dominate the
subordinate, (b) to focus subordinate attention on unit standards, (c) to support subordinates,
and (d) to urge subordinates to increase productivity” (p. 85). Compared to the dichotomy of
attribution in this study, such detailed taxonomies may enable the examination of particular
consequences associated with each type of attribution. For instance, although (b), (¢), and (d)
are all constructive external attributions, (c¢) is more relation-oriented while (b) and (d) are
more task-oriented (Yukl, 1998). We can expect the former attribution will be more strongly
related to employee satisfaction, while the latter two will be more strongly perceived by
employees as relating to supervisor performance (Judge et al., 2004). Also, relation-oriented
attribution may be more effective for employees who value interpersonal relations, compared
with those who value achievements (Ehrhart and Klein, 2001). Future research could further
investigate how and when particular motive attributions explain differential individual

responsces.
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Third, researchers are encouraged to consider the potential for different attributions to
combine in unique ways to shape outcomes. Employees can make multiple, simultaneous
attributions and generate an implicit confidence level for each attribution (Eberly et al.,
2011). However, to date, researchers have focused almost exclusively on how each
attribution functions to predict feedback outcomes in isolation, ignoring the possibility that
employees could express certain profiles in making mixed attributions. For example, an
employee may feel their supervisor gave negative feedback to facilitate performance, but also
be suspicious that the supervisor was not in a good mood. Such an employee’s subsequent
motivation and behavior may differ from that of those who strongly believe that the negative
feedback was purely performance-driven. Given the heterogeneity of attribution profiles,
latent profile analysis could be used to identify potential profiles and detect their patterns of
relationship with other variables (Gabriel et al., 2015).

Finally, the effect sizes we observed in this study are not large (especially as the study’s
sample size is not large), suggesting there is much more going on to determine when negative
feedback leads to different motive attributions. Although we revealed the role of recipient
characteristics in this study, searching for other moderators will further deepen our
understanding of the influences of negative feedback. Given the critical roles that supervisors
and coworkers fill in an organizational context, their characteristics may significantly
influence employees’ interpretations of feedback. One theoretically relevant moderator, for
example, is the quality of the relationship between supervisors and employees, such as
leader-member exchange (LMX) and supervisor-subordinate guanxi. These constructs
represent employees’ relational schemas and guide them to construct new experiences with
supervisors (Huang et al., 2008). Employees with high-quality supervisor relationships are
motivated by reciprocity norms to positively represent their supervisors (Sue-Chan et al.,

2011), which leads to external attributions about negative feedback. Emerging research on
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the dark side of LMX could be used to generate opposing hypotheses. Employees with a
high-quality relationship generally believe their supervisor will provide adequate support to
help them succeed (Xu et al., 2015). Frequent negative feedback may be perceived as
unexpected and produce a sense of betrayal (Restubog et al., 2010), which leads to hostile
attribution. These contradictory hypotheses indicate the need for more research to understand
how LMX affects employees’ responses towards negative feedback.
8. Conclusion

Understanding why and how supervisor negative feedback influences employee
motivation to learn is of both theoretical and practical significance. By applying the motive
attribution perspective, we have been able to conclude that supervisor negative feedback
elicits different types of motive attributions for high- and low-CSE employees, and that these
attributions are important for those employees’ motivation to learn. These findings advance
the current understanding of how employees appraise and respond to negative feedback and
have important implications for supervisors and organizations that wish to ensure the

effectiveness of negative feedback.
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Conclusion to Study One

This first study in the thesis confirmed the critical role of attributions in transmitting the
effects of negative feedback to employees. That is, employees will infer a supervisor’s
motives in giving negative feedback (i.e., motive attribution), and further formulate
appropriate reactions. Employees may interpret the feedback as being given for performance-
driven reasons (external attribution) and/or self-serving reasons on the part of the supervisor
(internal attribution). We also identified an important boundary condition under which each
attribution is more likely or less likely to emerge (i.e., employees’ core self-evaluations).
Supervisor negative feedback has a stronger relationship with external attribution when
employee CSE is higher, whereas it has a stronger relationship with internal attribution when
CSE is lower. External and internal attribution respectively enhance and impair an
employee’s motivation to learn. Taken together, the two parts of this first study highlight
distinct types of cognitive appraisals in the feedback process, which can explain why
different responses from employees can be associated with negative feedback.

Although cognitive states provide some insights into understanding the effectiveness of
negative feedback, there is another important factor—employees’ affective states. Indeed,
previous research has generally supported the idea that negative feedback evokes negative
affect in employees, which in turn influences their attitudes and behaviors. Therefore, in
Study 2, we further explored the effectiveness of negative feedback from the perspective of

affect.
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Chapter 3
Feeling Shame: The Short-Term Effects of Supervisor Negative Feedback on Employee

Well-being and Performance
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Introduction to Study Two
The second study of this thesis is a quantitative study focused on the affective process
which employees undergo when given negative feedback. We examine this process at the
within-person level to delineate how employees’ emotions fluctuate in response to daily
negative feedback from their supervisors. Unlike Study 1, which revealed the opposing
effects of distinct types of attributions, Study 2 focuses on a single emotion—shame—to
reveal the different effects it has on well-being and performance. By doing this, we can

illuminate the variability that is found in employee responses to negative feedback. We

further investigate leader-member exchange as the moderator and infer that employees may

interpret feedback within the context of their global perception of the quality of their

relationship with their supervisors. A daily diary study across five consecutive working days

with 119 full-time employees was conducted to test the hypotheses. We aim to further

broaden the research perspective on negative feedback beyond both Study 1 and the current

literature. Study 2 also contributes to a more thorough understanding by investigating the
within-person effects of negative feedback.

This paper was accepted by the Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management,

Vancouver, BC, Canada in 2020'. This paper has been prepared according to the publication

guidelines for the Journal of Organizational Behavior.

! Although the physical meeting was cancelled as a result of coronavirus; a virtual meeting is currently under
discussion.
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Abstract
Research has shown that negative feedback from supervisors tends to increase employees’
negative affect, resulting in unfavorable outcomes. Despite calls for more research on
emotions specifically, rather than on general affect, the utility of discrete emotions in
feedback literature is largely overlooked. Drawing on affective events theory, we investigate
the short-term effects of supervisor negative feedback on both employees’ well-being and
their performance, through the theoretically relevant emotion of shame. We tested the
hypothesized model using a method involving 119 full-time employees keeping a twice-daily
diary across five consecutive working days. The results show that at the within-person
individual level, supervisor negative feedback is associated with employees’ feelings of
shame, and this increased their end-of-workday emotional exhaustion while improving their
next-day in-role and extra-role performance. Further, individual-level leader-member
exchange (LMX) moderated the relationship between negative feedback and shame, with the
relationship being stronger under the condition of high LMX. Theoretical and practical

implications are discussed.

Keywords: Emotional exhaustion, in-role and extra-role performance, leader-member

exchange, shame, supervisor negative feedback.
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1. Introduction

Emotions are inseparably intertwined with interpersonal interactions and have received
considerable attention in leadership literature (Ashkanasy, Zerbe, & Hirtel, 2019; Humphrey,
Burch, & Adams, 2016; Tse et al., 2018). Specifically, leader behaviors may function as
affective events and influence employees via their emotional reactions (Weiss & Cropanzano,
1996). Such emotion research has often assumed “the inherent goodness of positive emotion
and the inherent badness of negative emotion” (Elfenbein, 2007, p. 325), leading to a
tendency to categorize emotions into positive and negative valence. Theorists are now calling
for an increased understanding of discrete emotions and their unique outcomes (e.g.,
Ashkanasy & Dorris, 2017; Lindebaum & Jordan, 2012), creating opportunities to investigate
particular emotions in supervisor-subordinate interactions.

One key interaction in supervisor’s work is to deliver feedback to their subordinates
(Leung, Su, & Morris, 2001; London & Smither, 2002). Supervisors use negative feedback to
highlight performance-goal disparities and to direct employees’ effective behaviors and
performance (Carver & Scheier, 1998; Kim & Kim, in press). While negative feedback may
be given with the best of intentions, it is often portrayed as inefficacious, mainly due to the
negative emotions it induces (O’Malley & Gregory, 2011). Negative feedback tends to
increase recipients’ negative affect, which further engenders unfavorable reactions such as
low levels of commitment, citizenship, self-efficacy, and goal-setting (e.g., Belschak & Den
Hartog, 2009; Ilies & Judge, 2005; Ilies, Judge, & Wagner, 2010; Young et al., 2017).
Although valuable insights have been made, our understandings are still limited since
feedback researchers have tended to rely heavily on the broad, nonspecific notion of negative
affect, while overlooking the role of discrete emotions. This approach may limit our
understanding of feedback reactions, since different emotions guide specific physiological,

cognitive, and behavioral reactions (Gooty, Gavin, & Ashkanasy, 2009).
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Given the above, this paper aims to investigate the discrete emotion of shame, which is a
common emotional response to negative feedback (Poulson, 2000). Shame is a negative
emotion arising when “people emotionally experience a failure to be moral, competent, or
socially appropriate” (Leach & Cidam, 2015, p. 983). Shame is uniquely worthy of
examination since, unlike other negative emotions, shame can lead to both maladaptive and
adaptive responses (Daniels & Robinson, 2019; Murphy & Kiffin-Petersen, 2017). Linking
negative feedback and shame can be helpful to illuminate the variability in the effectiveness
of feedback. Current literature suggests that the intense and inward nature of shame leads to a
lessening of employees’ well-being (Kim, Thibodeau, & Jorgensen, 2011). In terms of their
behavioral responses to shame, employees may either withdraw from the task at hand (Haidt,
2003; Tangney, 1995) or reattempt the task making amends (Gonzélez-Gomez & Richter,
2015; Tangney et al., 1996). One way to disentangle the effects of shame is to specify the
theoretical timing of influences, since the impacts of emotions on a short-term episode may
differ from their cumulative impact over a longer period (Shockley et al., 2012). We extend
the empirical approach from the dominant between-person level to the less common within-
person level, to account for the proximal consequences of shame on a day-to-day basis.
Integrating feedback research with within-person analysis also addresses another gap in the
literature: the majority of feedback research has taken a static view and examined its
influences using cross-sectional between-person designs (e.g., George & Zhou, 2001;
Steelman & Rutkowski, 2004; Hu, Hood, & Creed, 2018). However, feedback is supposed to
be context-specific and varies on a day-to-day basis (Steelman, Levy, & Snell, 2004),
highlighting the importance of investigating how feedback fluctuates on a daily basis in real
work settings.

The central aim of this paper is to examine the role of shame in the within-person

relationship between negative feedback from a supervisor and employees’ well-being and
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work performance. The integration of well-being and performance responds to calls for “a
more balanced approach that pays equal attention both to the managerial, functionalist
perspective and to the concerns, involvement, and well-being of employees” (Paauwe, 2009,
p. 130). We use employees’ emotional exhaustion and in-role and extra-role performance to
represent their well-being and level of performance. We develop a theoretical model
suggesting that through proximal changes in shame, daily supervisor negative feedback has
short-term effects on within-person variations in well-being and performance. Further, we
identify under which condition the effects are more likely to emerge. Since the feedback
process involves supervisors providing and employees receiving feedback, the relational
context between supervisor and employee is likely to determine the emotional reactions
towards negative feedback (Lam et al., 2017; Lonsdale, 2016). We investigate leader-member
exchange (LMX) as the moderator and infer that employees may interpret feedback within
the context of their global perception of the quality of their relationship with their supervisors
(Sparrowe, Soetjipto, & Kraimer, 2006).

Our integrative model makes several theoretical contributions. First, we demonstrate the
novel mediating role of shame in linking negative feedback and employee outcomes.
Although previous literature has supported the mediating role of negative affect in
transferring the effects of negative feedback, little has been done to examine the discrete
emotional processes. By investigating the distinctive attributes of shame, we enrich our
knowledge of feedback’s emotional processes beyond the utility of generalized affect.
Second, through the within-person investigation, the study broadens the existing research
approach to feedback and contributes to a more thorough understanding of feedback
effectiveness. We include daily variations in feedback to examine its short-term impacts on
employees, which challenge the between-person approach that assumes feedback is stable

over time. Third, current research mainly focuses on the source of feedback and the
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characteristics of the recipient as contingent factors, largely ignoring the relationship between
the two entities. This study extends the research by providing a relational context to
understand the influences of negative feedback. By examining the moderating role of LMX,
we illuminate the role of relationships in shaping employees’ emotional responses toward

feedback. Figure 1 depicts our theoretical model.

Leader-member

Between-person Level exchange
6 e el e e i '
. s 1
Within-person Level i Employee Well-being :
1 1
Supervisor negative Shame H2/H4 Emotional exhaustion E
feedback (Day t) H1/H4/HS (Day t) ! (Day t afternoon) E
1

In-role performance
(Day t+1)

Extra-role performance
(Day t+1)

Employee Performance

Figure 1. The research model and hypotheses

2. Hypothesis development
2.1 Supervisor negative feedback and employees’ shame

Shame is a specific type of self-conscious emotion, which entails self-evaluation and
self-reflection (Tracy, Robins, & Tangney, 2007). In organizational settings, shame is defined
as “a painful emotion that arises when an employee evaluates a threat to the self when he or
she has fallen off an important standard tied to a work-related identity” (Daniels & Robinson,
2019, p. 3). In a study asking participants to describe shame-inducing events, performance
failure was the most common response (Keltner, 1996). Because supervisor negative
feedback enables employees to recognize and appraise that their performance has deviated

from organizational expectations, we expect that such feedback can evoke employees’ shame.
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According to the model of Daniels and Robinson (2019), shame is induced by a
deviation from identity-related standards and the attribution of deviation to a faulty self. First,
supervisor negative feedback is usually viewed as signaling a failure of goal pursuit, or a
deviation from the correct or normal actions in fulfilling job tasks, and this poses a threat to
employees’ self-view and identity. Employees within a profession or occupation are expected
to perform the prescribed tasks adequately, as required by the organization’s norms and
expectations. In turn, employees will bind themselves to, and internalize, those job duties,
making them into personal standards. Compared with other identities in organizations, job
identity is usually more salient for employees due to its greater exclusiveness and
concreteness (Ashforth & Johnson, 2001). Feedback that contradicts the expected standards
will, thus, put one’s job identity at risk.

Second, supervisor negative feedback may have negative effects on employees’
attribution of unsatisfactory performance. Work-related feedback can present a social
persuasion process, providing individuals with information about their capabilities (Bandura,
1997). Negative feedback signals a lack of capacity and suggests a deficiency to employees
in performing their jobs (Dimotakis, Mitchell, & Maurer, 2017); i.e., employees are likely to
see the goal-performance deviation as a reflection of fault within themselves. Therefore, the
more negative feedback an employee receives on a given day, the more identity threats and
internal attribution for the poor performance there will be on that day and an increased
likelihood of experiencing shame at work. There are also empirical results showing negative
feedback arouses employees’ negative affect, which includes shame as an important emotion
(e.g., Belschak & Den Hartog, 2009; Ilies et al., 2010; Kernis & Johnson, 1990; Niemann et
al., 2014). Based on the theoretical arguments and empirical evidence, we predict:

Hypothesis 1. Daily supervisor negative feedback is positively related to employees’

shame at work on that day.
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2.2 Shame and well-being

In this study, we use employees’ emotional exhaustion to represent their daily well-
being. Emotional exhaustion reflects “prolonged physical, affective, and cognitive strain at
work” (Fritz & Sonnentag, 2006, p. 936), and is widely used as an important indicator of
impaired well-being (e.g., Koopman, Lanaj, & Scott, 2016; Schmitt, Den Hartog, &
Belschak, 2015; Shantz et al., 2016). We specifically focus on emotional exhaustion for
several reasons. First, emotional exhaustion depicts the state of being emotionally drained
and overextended, and is believed to be able to be predicted on the basis of the experience of
negative emotions (i.e., shame in this case; Wright & Cropanzano, 1998). Second, emotional
exhaustion is sensitive to self-regulation and the resource loss caused by tasks and self-
evaluations (Grant & Sonnentag, 2010); therefore, it is relevant to the negative feedback and
shame that the employee experiences.

We propose that employees feeling shame may engage in self-regulation efforts, which
could tax their resources and cause emotional exhaustion, for three reasons. First, the
experience of shame may create a need for emotional regulation, since employees have to
overcome the inner resistance from negative emotions and redirect attention back to their
work tasks (Deng, Coyle-Shapiro, & Yang, 2018). After negative feedback, employees need
to suppress or neutralize their feeling of shame to be able to function normally at work. The
need for emotional regulation, meanwhile, has been demonstrated to be a predictor of
emotional exhaustion (Liu et al., 2015). Second, shame impairs the control of cognitive
resources and disturbs the goal-directed attention required to carry out prescribed duties. In
the face of shame, an employee’s attention is directed at the self, shifting away from the
prescribed tasks. The process involves a reallocation of cognitive resources, leaving fewer for
task completion (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). Therefore, additional effort has to be invested to

achieve work goals, which leads to a loss of resources (Prem et al., 2016). Third, the intense
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and inward focus on “bad self” in shame is likely to elicit ruminative processes (Kim et al.,
2011). Coping with repetitive negative thinking results in compromised effortful control,
leaving employees with resource loss and emotional exhaustion at the end of that day’s work
(White & Turner, 2014). Hence, we expect:

Hypothesis 2. Shame at work is positively correlated with end-of-workday emotional
exhaustion on that day.

2.3 Shame and performance

To obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the effect of shame on performance,
we include two categories of performance in which employees typically engage. The first is
in-role performance, referring to officially required behaviors that directly serve the
organization’s formal goals on a day-to-day basis (Motowidlo & Van Scotter, 1994). The
second category is extra-role performance, which is defined as discretionary and voluntary
behaviors that are believed to promote the organization’s functioning effectiveness
(MacKenzie, Podsakoft, & Fetter, 1991). Evidence shows that within-person differences in
job performance are substantial (Binnewies et al., 2009; Schreurs, van Emmerik, Giinter, &
Germeys, 2012). In this study, we expect both in-role and extra-role performance to show
meaningful changes in line with shame on a daily basis.

Given the unpleasant nature of shame, it is not surprising that previous studies have
mostly focused on the negative effects of shame on behaviors. To protect their threatened
self-image, employees typically respond to shame with withdrawal and avoidance tendencies
(Bohns & Flynn, 2013; Burmeister, Fasbender, & Gerpott, 2019). However, recent reviews
noted that the behavioral outcomes of shame are more variable than widely presumed, and
the positive potential of shame is often ignored (Daniels & Robinson, 2019). Against the
prevailing view of shame, we expect a constructive approach to orientation as the

management of episodic shame (Leach & Cidam, 2015; Murphy & Kiffin-Petersen, 2017).
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Specifically, we argue that in the short term, shame motivates employees to engage in
activities directed at repairing the damage to the self, including both self-improvement and
social-improvement behaviors (Gausel & Leach, 2011).

First, employees’ episodic shame facilitates their compensatory acts to repair their self-
image, reflected as improved next-day in-role performance. Shame creates an awareness that
one’s self-image is in jeopardy, which further activates an immediate motivation to restore it
(De Hooge, Zeelenberg, & Breugelmans, 2010; Gonzalez-Goémez & Richter, 2015). Given
that the shame experienced during a particular day is evoked by specific negative feedback
on that day, employees may perceive that their performance failure and their self-image are
repairable in the short term (De Hooge et al., 2010). To repair the threatened self-evaluation
caused by poor performance that day, employees are most likely to approach the problem and
increase task effort to fix it (Daniels & Robinson, 2019; Leach & Cidam, 2015). Therefore,
an improved in-role performance could be expected the following day. There is also
empirical evidence that shame increases the desire to make amends (Tangney et al., 1996)
and self-change (Lickel et al., 2014), activates a willingness to reattempt a task after the
initial failure (De Hooge et al., 2010), and facilitates innovation activities through a
motivation to restore image (Gonzalez-Gomez & Richter, 2015).

Second, employees may also respond to shame by exhibiting prosocial acts to enhance
their social image, manifested as improved next-day extra-role performance. Apart from self-
improvement, employees are further concerned with the improvement of social relations
(Gausel & Leach, 2011). Employees’ shame, then, is also expected to trigger impression
management to improve their self-image (Bonner, Greenbaum, & Quade, 2017). To enhance
their social image and bolster their reputation, employees engage in prosocial behaviors such
as exemplification (Bonner et al., 2017), cooperation (De Hooge, Breugelmans, &

Zeelenberg, 2008), and restitution (Gausel et al., 2012). Therefore, employees are likely to
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voluntarily take extra tasks, help colleagues, attend organization functions, and exhibit
greater extra-role performance after an experience of shame. By demonstrating these
behaviors, employees hope their colleagues and organizations will view them as helpful and
capable. Indeed, employees engage in voluntary behaviors such as organizational citizenship
partly to signal their good image to those around them (Bolino, 1999; Bolino, Long, &
Turnley, 2016).

Taken together, we make the following prediction regarding employees’ shame and
next-day performance. We choose to focus on next-day performance because the display of
performance often involves rational analysis which requires a certain time interval. In
contrast, we focus on end-of-workday emotional exhaustion on the same day as the shame
occurs, since the affect-laden outcome of emotional exhaustion may occur more immediately
than performance outcome.

Hypothesis 3. Shame at work is positively correlated with next-day in-role performance
(a) and extra-role performance (b).

2.4 Mediating effects of shame

As suggested by affective events theory (AET), workplace events generate emotions,
and emotions predict work attitudes and behaviors (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Consistent
with this argument, emotions have been found to mediate the relationship between work
events and subsequent well-being and performance outcomes (Belschak & Den Hartog, 2009;
Kabat-Farr, Cortina, & Marchiondo, 2018). Given this, we suggest a mediating role for
shame in the effect on employee well-being and performance induced by supervisor negative
feedback. That is, on days that employees receive more negative feedback from their
supervisors, they are more likely to experience shame at work and subsequently be depleted
at the end of the workday, but achieve higher performance in the next day. Therefore, we

propose:
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Hypothesis 4. Shame at work mediates the relationship between daily supervisor
negative feedback and end-of-workday emotional exhaustion on that day.

Hypothesis 5. Shame at work mediates the relationship between daily supervisor
negative feedback and next-day in-role performance (a) and extra-role performance (b).

2.5 Moderating effect of leader-member exchange

Another aim of the current study is to examine the potential moderating effect of LMX.
LMX refers to the overall quality of the relationship between supervisors and employees, and
therefore relates to the interpersonal nature of feedback (Lonsdale, 2016). Supervisor
negative feedback represents a specific work event that can happen at any time during the
interaction between a supervisor and an employee, while LMX sets an overall tone for the
supervisor-employee relationship that is stabilized over time (Xu, Loi, & Lam, 2015).
However, little attention has been paid to the interaction effects of these two different
perspectives of leadership practice. LMX carries informational cues for employees and plays
a fundamental role in defining the employees’ work context (Furst & Cable, 2008; Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995). Although receiving negative feedback from supervisors should have an
effect on shame as described previously, it also seems likely that such an emotional reaction
could vary across individuals, depending on the quality of LMX.

Given that shame is induced by a deviation from identity-related standards along with
the attribution of deviation to a faulty self (Daniels & Robinson, 2019), LMX enhances the
relationship between negative feedback and shame through exacerbating these two processes.
First, employees in a high-quality LMX relationship may appraise supervisor negative
feedback as a further deviation from a standard tied to their obligations. In a high-LMX
situation, employees and supervisors are in a relationship of mutual obligation and reciprocity
(Liden, Sparrowe, & Wayne, 1997). Negative feedback, especially from their supervisors, is

more likely to threaten their social identity and lead to more shame. In contrast, a low-quality
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LMX is mainly based on an employment contract and economic exchange. Employees
generally feel there is “nothing to lose” and perceive negative feedback as less threatening to
their self-image (Lian et al., 2012; Xu et al., 2015), leading, therefore, to less shame.

Second, employees in a high-quality LMX relationship may trust supervisors’ feedback
and attribute the poor performance to themselves. A high-quality LMX increases the
attachment between the supervisor and employee, characterized by trust, commitment,
support, and loyalty (Dulebohn et al., 2012). Employees tend to perceive feedback from their
supervisors as reasonable and accurate in this case (Sue-Chan, Chen, & Lam, 2011). As a
consequence, they are more likely to attribute the poor performance to themselves, which will
further elicit shame. In contrast, when employees are treated as “out-group” members by their
supervisor, they may attribute the negative feedback to external causes, such as to a
supervisor’s personal flaws (Hempel, 2008). In this scenario, employees may fail to notice
their own errors in performance and so experience little shame. As such, the impact of
negative feedback on shame is minimized in a low-LMX context but maximized in a high-
LMX context:

Hypothesis 6. LM X moderates the within-person relationship between daily supervisor
negative feedback and an employee’s shame at work, such that this positive association is
stronger when LMX is high rather than low.

3. Method
3.1 Participants

One hundred and thirty employees from multiple orgnaizations in the financial sector in
China were recruited to participate in the current study. The invitation to participate was
distributed to staff by the human resource departments of a number of banks and investment
and insurance companies. Participation was voluntary, and participants were assured that

their responses would be confidential. Of the 130 employees, 119 (91.5%) completed both
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the initial assessment and the daily surveys. There were 49 male (41.2%) and 70 (51.8%)
female participants, with an average age of 28.7 years (SD = 5.5), and the average dyad
tenure of participants with their direct supervisor was 2.3 years (SD = 3.7). Most participants
(95.8%) held at least a bachelor’s degree. Participants received 100 Chinese yuan
(approximately 15 US dollars) as a token of appreciation after the initial assessment.
3.2 Procedure

The data were collected in two phases using an online survey link via WeChat, a widely
used instant communication application in China. In the first phase, participants completed a
survey of LMX and demographic variables, referred to as the initial assessment. In the
second phase, beginning one week later, daily diary surveys were completed on five
consecutive workdays. Each morning, half an hour before the start of the workday at 9am,
participants were sent a WeChat message with a link to the daily morning survey, where they
reported their positive and negative affect that morning. Each afternoon at 10 minutes before
the end of their workday at Spm, respondents were sent another message with a link to the
daily afternoon survey, where they reported the positive and negative feedback they received
from supervisors that day, their levels of shame and emotional exhaustion, and their daily in-
role and extra-role performance. The afternoon survey remained available to complete until
8pm. Participants did not respond to questions about positive and negative feedback on a
particular day if they did not see or have contact with their supervisors that day. Participants
chose a four-digit ID for themselves and entered this number in each survey to maintain
confidentiality and anonymity.

Participants completed 585 out of the 595 daily surveys (119 participants x 5 days), a
98.3% response rate. Because the research model involves the relationships between
feedback, shame, and emotional exhaustion (all measured in the afternoon survey of Day t),

and performance (measured in the afternoon survey of Day t+1), morning and afternoon
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surveys from Day t were matched with afternoon surveys from the following day (Day t+1).
As the survey was started on Monday, there was no next-day data for the Friday survey.
There were 55 observations with missing values in the daily feedback, and missing data were
handled using full information maximum likelihood estimation (FIML) with Mplus. This
resulted in 530 observations for the analyses.
3.3 Measures

We used the total scores of all items for each of the following variables.
3.3.1 Initial assessment

Leader-member exchange (LMX). We assessed the quality of LMX by asking
employees to respond to a set of statements about their relationship with their supervisors
using Graen and Uhl-Bien’s (1995) LMX-7 scale. Sample items are “I have enough
confidence in my leader that I would defend and justify his/her decision if he/she were not
present to do so” (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree) and “How would you
characterize your working relationship with your supervisor?” (1 = extremely ineffective, 6 =
extremely effective). Cronbach’s alpha (o) was .90.
3.3.2 Daily morning survey

State positive and negative affect. We accessed state positive and state negative affect
using the 10-item international short form of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (I-
PANAS-SF) (Thompson, 2007). Every morning, participants were asked to indicate the
extent to which they were experiencing each state “right now” using a scale from 1 = not at

99 <¢

all to 6 = very much. The positive affect items were “determined”, “alert”, “attentive”,

“inspired”, and “active”; the negative affect items were “upset”, “nervous”, “hostile”,

“ashamed”, and “afraid”.
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3.3.3 Daily afternoon survey

Daily supervisor negative and positive feedback. We accessed daily supervisor
feedback using an eight-item scale from Steelman et al. (2004). We revised the wording of
the original scales to reflect the perceived frequency of negative and positive feedback.
Sample items for negative and positive feedback are “Today, my supervisor told me that I
made a mistake at work™ and “Today, my supervisor praised my performance,” respectively.
Participants responded to these items using a scale from 1 = never to 6 = many times.

Shame. We accessed shame with a single item, “To what extent did you feel shame
during today’s work?” Single items to access discrete emotions are not only easier for
participants to understand but also better reflect the intended content domain (Gabriel et al.,
2019). Response options were on a scale from 1 = not at all to 6 = very much.

Emotional exhaustion. We accessed emotional exhaustion with five items from
Koopman et al. (2016). A sample item is “I feel frustrated by my job right now”. Participants
were asked to indicate their agreement with the items that captured how they felt at the end of
the workday using a scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree.

State in-role and extra-role performance. We measured state performance with six
items from Schreurs et al. (2012). Sample items for in-role and extra-role performance are
“Today, I performed well in my job by carrying out tasks as expected” and “Today, I
voluntarily did more than was required of me,” respectively. Participants responded to these
items using a scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree.

3.4 Analytical strategy

To account for the nested nature of our data, we conducted analyses using hierarchical
linear modeling (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) in Mplus Version 7.4. At level 1, there were
repeated observations of state positive and negative affect, supervisor feedback, shame,

emotional exhaustion, and in-role and extra-role performance. At level 2, there were
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assessments of LMX and demographics. As recommended by Hofmann, Griffin, and Gavin
(2000), we group-mean centered level 1 predictors based on participants and grand-mean
centered level 2 predictors. Since emotional exhaustion addresses the experience at the end of
the workday, while in-role and extra-role performance refer to the state during a given day,
we regressed emotional exhaustion on feedback and emotion experience in the same day, and
regressed performance on the previous day, controlling for the previous day’s in-role and
extra-role performance.

Mediation at the within-person level was tested using a Monte Carlo simulation
procedure with 20,000 replications. This procedure was conducted using the open-source

software R (available at http://www.quantpsy.org/medmc/medmc.htm). To test the cross-

level moderation effect, we estimated a model including LMX as the level 2 predictor of the
within-person random slope between daily supervisor negative feedback and shame.
Employees’ age, gender, and dyad tenure were controlled when testing cross-level
moderation effects. Following the approach of Preacher, Curran, and Bauer (2006), we used
the online calculator to conduct statistical tests of the simple slopes for the cross-level

moderation effects (available at http://www.quantpsy.org/interact/hlm2.htm).

4. Results
4.1 Preliminary analysis

Before testing the hypotheses, we examined the within- and between-person variance of
the daily measures across the five days by estimating a null model for each variable. As
shown in Table 1, the proportion of within-person variance ranged from 37% to 54%,
supporting the use of multilevel analysis. Importantly, daily supervisor negative and positive
feedback showed significant within-person variation (both 42%), supporting our expectation

that the level of feedback varies daily for each individual employee. Table 2 and Table 3
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contain means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations for all variables at the within-

person and between-person levels respectively.

Table 1. Percentage of within-person variance among daily variables

Within- Between- % of

Daily variables Intercept person person within-

(boo) variance variance person

(%) (R?) variance

Positive affect (Day t morning) 2277 40™ 54" 43
Negative affect (Day t morning) 3317 40™ 60" 40
Daily supervisor positive feedback 341" 47 65 42
(Day t)
Daily supervisor negative feedback 2 39" 40 57 42
(Day t)
Shame (Day t) 1.90" 52" 65" 44
Emotional exhaustion (Day t 7 98" 49 83" 37
afternoon)
In-role performance (Day t) 447 317 26" 54
Extra-role performance (Day t) 3.94" 39™ 50" 44
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4.2 Testing mediation effects

The results from the multilevel modeling tests of Hypotheses 1-3 are shown in Table 4,
with unstandardized coefficients and standard errors. After controlling for morning state
affect and daily positive feedback, we found a positive relationship between daily negative
feedback and shame (b = .32, SE = .07, p < .01), providing support for Hypothesis 1. The
relationship between shame and emotional exhaustion was significant (b = .14, SE = .03,
p < .01), thus supporting Hypothesis 2. The indirect effect of daily negative feedback on
emotional exhaustion was significantly positive (indirect effect = .05, SE = .02, 95% CI =
[.02, .08]). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Further, the effects of shame on next-day in-role performance (b = .06, SE = .03,
p < .05) and extra-role performance (b = .10, SE = .03, p < .05) were also significant, after
controlling for previous-day performance. Thus, Hypotheses 3a and 3b were supported.
Monte Carlo simulation indicates the indirect effects of daily negative feedback on in-role
(indirect effect = .02, SE = .01, 95% CI =[.001, .04]) and extra-role performance (indirect
effect =.03, SE = .01, 95% CI =[.002, .04]) were both significant, providing support for
Hypotheses 5a and 5b.
4.3 Testing cross-level moderation effects

The last model in Table 4 presents the parameter estimates for the model that included
LMX as a predictor of the within-person random slope between daily negative feedback and
shame. After controlling for demographics, LMX was significantly and positively related to
the daily negative feedback—shame random slope (b = .24, SE = .06, p <.01); the pattern is
shown in Figure 2. A simple slope test revealed that when LMX was high (i.e., 1 SD above
the mean), daily negative feedback’s effect on shame was positive and significant (simple

slope = .53, SE = .26, p < .05), whereas when LMX was low (i.e., 1 SD below the mean),
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daily negative feedback’s predictive effect was not significant (simple slope = .11, SE = .27,

n.s.). Thus, Hypothesis 6 was supported.
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Shame
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,~ b=.53,5E =26,
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p=.69

1.20

Low supervisor negative feedback High supervisor negative feedback

Figure 2. The moderating effect of LMX on the relationship between supervisor negative

feedback and shame

4.4 Supplemental analysis

4.4.1 Moderated mediation effects

Although we did not hypothesize moderated mediation effects at the within-person

level, we estimated the indirect effects of daily supervisor negative feedback at higher (+2

SD) and lower (-2 SD) values of LMX on emotional exhaustion and in-role and extra-role

performance in post hoc analyses. The results shown in Table 5 suggest that indirect effects

via shame were all significantly higher when LMX was high versus low.

Table 5. Supplemental analysis: Results of moderated mediation effects

Daily supervisor negative feedback ~ Moderator Indirect SE 95% CI

— Shame — Outcomes (LMX) effect

Emotional exhaustion High A1 .05 [.03,.22]
Low -.02 .04 [-.09, .07]

In-role performance High .05 .03 [.002, .12]
Low -.01 .02 [-.06, .03]

Extra-role performance High .08 .03 [.02,.15]
Low -.01 .03 [-.08, .04]
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4.4.2 Long-term effects of supervisor negative feedback and shame

We conducted analyses to explore the longer-term consequences of supervisor negative
feedback and employee shame. Following the procedure of Qin et al. (2018), we averaged
participants’ supervisor negative feedback and shame from the first two days, and used these
scores to predict well-being and performance on the fifth day while controlling for average
supervisor positive feedback, LMX, employee age, gender, and dyad tenure. OLS regression
results indicate that average supervisor negative feedback during the first two days had a
positive impact on Day 5 emotional exhaustion (b = .25, SE = .12, p < .05), and a negative
impact on Day 5 in-role performance (b = -.22, SE = .07, p < .01). The impact on extra-role
performance was not significant (b = .06, SE = .11, ns). After including average shame as a
predictor, shame had a positive impact on Day 5 emotional exhaustion (b = .29, SE = .15,
p <.01), and a negative impact on Day 5 in-role performance (b =-.17, SE = .09, p < .05).
As before, the impact on extra-role performance was not significant (b = .21, SE = .13, ns).
We further retested the relationships using the average score from first three and four days,
and the pattern of the results remained similar.
5. Discussion

Using a within-person design, the current study examined the impacts of supervisor
negative feedback on employees’ well-being and performance with shame as a mediator, and
LMX quality as a moderator. Data collected from 119 employees over five workdays reveal
that within individuals, daily supervisor negative feedback evokes shame in employees,
which increases their emotional exhaustion at the end of the work day, while improving their
next-day in-role and extra-role performance. Further, we found that for employees with high-
quality LMX, supervisor negative feedback has a stronger effect on employees’ shame at

work.
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5.1 Theoretical implications

There are a number of important findings from this study. To begin with, the study
reveals the critical role of shame in explaining the influences of negative feedback on
employee outcomes. The mediation effect provides support for affective events theory (AET,
Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) from an intra-individual perspective. Although the literature
mostly adopts a between-subject design to investigate relations among stable properties, AET
was originally intended to capture the short-term dynamics of experiences within individuals,
given the highly variable nature of affective experience (Weiss & Beal, 2005; Tse et al.,
2018). However, in feedback research, researchers generally focus on stable negative and
positive affect, rather than momentary emotions. Although there is consistent evidence
suggesting that negative feedback leads to employees having greater negative affect, which in
turn leads to unfavorable outcomes (e.g., Belschak & Den Hartog, 2009; Ilies & Judge, 2005;
Young et al., 2017), there has been no clarity about the specific utility of discrete emotions.
Given that discrete emotions have a distinct motivational and behavioral profile that goes
beyond simple positive and negative valence (Lazarus & Cohen-Charash, 2001), this
constitutes an important gap in feedback literature. Now, however, there are increasing calls
for more research into discrete emotions instead of general affect (e.g., Ashkanasy & Dorris,
2017; Gooty et al., 2009; Lindebaum & Jordan, 2012). Instead of using an aggregated
affective dimension, in this research we offer a better understanding of the critical role shame
plays in linking negative feedback and employee outcomes: daily negative feedback increases
the experience of shame, which further impairs well-being but improves performance.

Moreover, the current findings also contribute to a deeper understanding of the effects of
shame and disentangle the current limited and inconsistent literature to a certain extent. The
prevalence of shame in organizations has led to increasing calls for more research on

workplace shame (e.g., Daniels & Robinson, 2019; Murphy & Kiffin-Petersen, 2017).
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Directly addressing these calls, we extend knowledge about the consequences of shame in
two ways. First, our results provide further support for the burdening effects of shame on
psychological well-being. Consistent with its effects on depressive symptoms (Kim et al.,
2011), we found shame positively predicts individuals’ emotional exhaustion, both in the
short and the long term. Second, our study enriches the literature linking shame and
performance by adopting a short-term perspective. Given conflicting findings about the
effects of shame on behavioral outcomes, previous research has offered different ways to
reconcile the results, including differentiating subtypes of shame (Allpress et al., 2014) and
identifying contingencies such as the cultural context (Bagozzi, Verbeke, & Gavino Jr.,
2003), and failure and social image repairability (Leach & Cidam, 2015). In this study, we
found a short-lived beneficial effect of shame on next-day performance, but a negative
impact on in-role performance over longer periods of time (i.e., two to four days). However,
with only a limited time span for data collection, the findings here should encourage future
research to replicate the long-term effect of shame on performance using a longer
longitudinal design.

The within-person design of this study also advances empirical approaches toward the
study of negative feedback. There has been a growing trend towards day-specific
investigation in organizational behaviors (Beal, 2015; Gabriel et al., 2019; Ohly et al., 2010).
Although the concept of daily, informal feedback has been appreciated in both academic and
practical fields (e.g., Breevaart, Bakker, & Demerouti, 2014; Steelman et al., 2004; Pampino
Jr. et al., 2004), investigations of this are still surprisingly underdeveloped in current
research. In this study, we found that 42% of the variance in both positive feedback and
negative feedback was within-person. Negative feedback researchers traditionally conduct
cross-sectional surveys or experiments to test hypotheses. However, the between-person

design of cross-sectional surveys is unable to investigate intra-individual theories (Gabriel et
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al., 2019). Specifically, feedback theories are specified in terms of how feedback
subsequently influences the status of states (e.g., emotions, work attitudes, performance)
experienced by the same individual (Ilgen, Fisher, & Taylor, 1979; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996;
Kluger, Lewinsohn, & Aiello, 1994). For another, although an experimental method allows
for analytical precision, it may simultaneously yield results with low ecological validity
(Reis, 2012). Feedback delivery and reception do not occur in a vacuum, but rather in
contexts with a dynamic interaction between supervisors and employees. Experiments isolate
research participants from their everyday activities, while daily diary studies take the natural
work context into account. In summary, by acknowledging that negative feedback fluctuates
within the individual, our study creates a new, short-term, day-to-day perspective on
examining the effectiveness of negative feedback.

Another contribution to theory is that the current study highlights the importance of the
relational context in which feedback is given and received in determining its effectiveness.
The current literature recognizes that the source of the feedback (e.g., relations of power,
Bear et al., 2017; empathy, Young et al., 2018) and the characteristics of the recipient (e.g.,
their work values, Merriman, 2017; feedback orientation, Chawla et al., 2019) affect
feedback processes, but lacks research that directly addresses the relationship between the
source and the recipient. This may be partly because prior research has primarily regarded the
supervisor-employee relationship and feedback as sharing the same directionality: for
example, assuming that a high-quality LMX would facilitate effective feedback or feedback-
seeking behaviors (Bezuijen et al., 2010; Chen, Lam, & Zhong, 2007; Chun, Choi, & Moon,
2014), or that a favorable feedback environment would shape a friendly and supportive
relationship between the provider and the recipient (Peng & Lin, 2016; Sparr & Sonnentag,
2008). However, there could also be unfavorable instances of feedback in a good relationship

(Lonsdale, 2016), especially noticeable when taking a within-person perspective. Negative
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feedback takes place in the workplace on a day-to-day basis, while LMX reflects the qualities
of a relationship that is relatively stable over time (Dienesch & Liden, 1986; Liden, Wayne,
& Stilwell, 1993). Our results suggest that the impact of negative feedback on employees’
emotions is augmented by a good relationship with one’s supervisor: compared with low-
LMX employees, high-LMX employees are more likely to take negative feedback personally
and experience more shame on that day. The synergistic effect between supervisor feedback
and the relational context contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the feedback
process between supervisors and employees.

The findings also contribute to the LMX literature. The current research suggests that
LMX primarily serves as a social resource which can mitigate the negative impacts of
unfavorable leadership experiences (e.g., Harris, Harris, & Harvey, 2008; Pan & Lin, 2018).
In contrast with these findings, our results indicate an exacerbating effect of LMX—
individuals are more likely to feel negatively toward negative feedback from their supervisor.
The supplementary moderated mediation tests suggest that these high-LMX employees are
more likely to devote effort to improving their performance but that they simultaneously
sacrifice their well-being. We infer that the detrimental effects may be partly due to the
affective outcomes in these relationships. In spite of the advantages and benefits associated
with high-quality LMX relationships, employees tend to experience more negative affects
when receiving negative evaluations from one whom they respect and like. These results also
echo prior findings that “in-group” employees are drained more quickly and are less satisfied
when exposed to abusive supervision (Lian et al., 2012; Xu et al., 2015). Our study shows
that LM X may not always be positive and adds evidence to the emerging literature on the

dark side of LMX (Loi et al., 2011; Restubog et al., 2009).
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5.2 Practical implications

The importance of continuous performance management on a daily basis has been
increasingly emphasized in recent years, in both scholarly and popular literature (Adler et al.,
2016; Buckingham & Goodall, 2015). Our results provide several implications on a practical
level. First, given the differential impacts of negative feedback on employees’ well-being and
performance through shame, managers need to be more aware when delivering negative
feedback. Although employees who feel shame tend to improve their performance in the
short term, they simultaneously suffer from an impaired well-being. Therefore, it is
questionable whether this level of performance is sustainable. As indicated by longitudinal
studies of well-being and performance (e.g., Alessandri, Borgogni, & Latham, 2017; Bryson,
Forth, & Stokes, 2017), satisfied employees demonstrate higher performance over time than
unsatisfied employees. Indeed, our supplementary analysis also shows that these positive
effects on performance turns out to be negative when viewed in a more long-term
perspective. Therefore, supervisors need to take steps to lessen the shame that is elicited after
negative feedback, in order to further weaken the negative influence of this on employee
well-being and ultimately performance. Interventions such as, for example, displaying
interactive empathy, using appreciative inquiries, and establishing learning goals can be used
to facilitate positive emotions and increase the effectiveness of negative feedback (O’Malley
& Gregory, 2011).

Additionally, the moderating effects of LMX suggest that managers need to realize that
a good relationship with an employee cannot offset the adverse emotions elicited by negative
feedback. Instead, supervisors need to pay more attention when delivering negative feedback
to employees who have a good relationship with them. Those employees are likely to be

more valuable and more sensitive to supervisors’ evaluations, and thus more harmed by
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negative feedback. In this situation, it is particularly necessary for managers to practice
interventions of the type listed above.
5.3 Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations. First, all variables in this study were self-reported.
Response bias, especially for in-role and extra-role performance, may be induced to some
extent. Future research could use multi-source rating, such as collecting performance data
from supervisors or colleagues to provide additional evidence for the relationships in the
current study. Second, given that day-by-day negative feedback, daily levels of shame at
work, and daily end-of-workday emotional exhaustion were measured simultaneously, causal
inference among these variables cannot be made. Although we constrained the scale
instructions by using different modifiers (e.g., “during today”, “at this moment”), future
research could separate measures by collecting them at different time points across the day to
further investigate the flow of events. Third, this study was conducted using a sample of
Chinese financial sector employees. Although the theoretical rationales underlying the study
are not tied to the characteristics of a specific industry or aspects of a particular culture,
future studies that constructively replicate our findings in other organizations, industries, or
cultures could further strengthen our confidence regarding the generalizability of the results.

The research also highlights several avenues that warrant future inquiry. Although we
found that supervisor negative feedback has positive indirect impacts on performance through
shame, the main effect is nonsignificant (b = .06 for in-role performance and -.03 for extra-
role performance). Results indicate there may be a complicated relationship between day-to-
day supervisor negative feedback and employee performance. In this study, we only
investigated an emotional mechanism, leaving other potential mechanisms unexplored. First,
based on AET, future research could investigate how other emotional responses mediate the

outcomes of day-to-day negative feedback. For example, criticism from supervisors may also
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induce anger and fear, which may precipitate distinct responses among employees (Niemann
et al., 2014; Peng et al., 2019). Second, as well as affective responses, employee’s cognitive
responses are another mechanism that should be investigated to explain the relationship
between feedback and outcomes (Ilies et al., 2010; Mischel & Shoda, 1995). Future studies
could explore the effects of employees’ cognition to further enrich our understanding of the
effectiveness of daily feedback. In addition, the findings of the present study reflect the
within-person effects of supervisor negative feedback, but the results of supplementary
analysis suggest that other consequences may merge in the long run. Thus longitudinal
studies with multiple time points are needed to explore the sustained effects of negative
feedback on a macro level.
6. Conclusion

This work extends prior findings regarding the impacts of negative feedback on
employees by identifying the specific emotion of shame as the underlying mechanism that
causes supervisor negative feedback to influences employee performance and well-being.
Overall, the current study continues the emerging stream of research that examines the
question of “When and how does negative feedback work in organizations?”. Beyond simply
answering the question of whether negative feedback is more effective or less effective, our
findings illustrate that negative feedback can have differential impacts depending on the
specific outcomes being examined (i.e., well-being or performance) or contextual factors
(i.e., LMX). Our findings highlight the importance of further attention to this area of

feedback research.
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Conclusion to Study Two

Study 2 expanded the findings of Study 1 by highlighting the emotion of shame as an
underlying mechanism between supervisor negative feedback and employee outcomes. At the
within-person individual level, supervisor negative feedback is associated with employees’
feelings of shame, which increased their end-of-workday emotional exhaustion while
improving their next-day in-role and extra-role performance. Further, individual-level leader-
member exchange moderates the relationship between negative feedback and shame, with the
relationship being stronger under high-LMX.

Taking this study together with Study 1, we can conclude that both cognitive and
affective processes matter in illuminating the variability in the effectiveness of negative
feedback. However, to date, little is known about the joint effects of simultaneous cognitive
and affective states on employees’ feedback responses. This is a significant oversight, since
cognition and affect can play different roles in shaping feedback outcomes. Therefore, we
conducted Study 3 to further understand how these two states contribute to different

responses after negative feedback.



Chapter 4
“How I Think” versus “How I Feel”: The Effects of Supervisor Negative Feedback on

Employees’ Feedback-Seeking and Feedback-Avoiding Behaviors
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Introduction to Study Three

The findings of Studies 1 and 2 confirm that supervisor negative feedback influences
employees’ motivation to learn, job performance, and well-being through a cognitive or an
affective process. Using the theoretical lens of cognitive and affective processing theory, we
now seek to understand how both perspectives can be simultaneously incorporated into an
understanding of the effectiveness of negative feedback. In addition, we extend the analysis
from looking at employees’ abilities to cope with current feedback to an examination of the
way they act to manage future feedback, including their feedback-seeking and feedback-
avoiding behaviors. We propose that there are different contributions of cognitive and
affective states in predicting these two behaviors. Further, we investigate leader-member
exchange as a boundary condition in these two mechanisms. Data were collected at two
points in time from 220 employees of a manufacturing enterprise in China. In this study, we
aim to integrate cognitive and affective perspectives, as well as the feedback management
literature, to reveal the effectiveness of negative feedback in a more nuanced framework.

This paper has been prepared according to the publication guidelines for the journal

Human Resource Management.
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Abstract
Studies on feedback management behaviors such as feedback-seeking behavior (FSB) and
feedback-avoiding behavior (FAB) have developed relatively independently from the broader
feedback literature. Little is known about how the feedback that individuals receive affects
their subsequent feedback management behaviors. We propose an overarching framework
that integrates conservation of resources theory with the cognitive-affective processing
system framework to determine why and when supervisor negative feedback affects
employees’ FSB and FAB. Data were collected at two points in time from 220 employees of
a manufacturing enterprise in China. As anticipated, employees’ organization-based self-
esteem mediated the negative effects of supervisor negative feedback on their FSB, while
frustration mediated its positive effect on FAB. Leader-member exchange serves as a double-
edged sword for employees, as it weakens the negative effects of supervisor negative
feedback on employees’ organization-based self-esteem, while strengthening the positive
relationship between supervisor negative feedback and frustration. Theoretical and practical

implications of the findings are discussed.

Keywords: Feedback-seeking behavior; feedback-avoiding behavior; frustration; leader-

member exchange; organization-based self-esteem; supervisor negative feedback.
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1. Introduction

Considerable research has been conducted on feedback-seeking behavior (FSB) since
the concept was introduced (Ashford & Cummings, 1983). FSB refers to the tactics that
employees use to seek job-related feedback from important individuals at work. FSB allows
employees to adjust to new jobs and settings, signal their motivation to improve their
performance and acquire information to enhance their future effectiveness (Ashford, De
Stobbeleir, & Nujella, 2016). More recently, recognition of the prevalence and importance of
another type of behavior, feedback-avoiding behavior (FAB), has increased research interest
in this area. FAB occurs when employees ‘use strategies that are designed to either totally
avoid their leaders or divert their leader’s attention so that their poor performance is not
acknowledged, and they do not receive negative verbal feedback’ (Moss, Valenzi, & Taggart,
2003, p. 493). Both FSB and FAB are feedback management behaviors and have important
implications for individual and organizational effectiveness (Anseel, Beatty, Shen, Lievens,
& Sackett, 2015; Song, Moss, & Gok, 2013).

One potentially important determinant of feedback management behaviors is the
feedback that employees have received in the past (Whitaker, Dahling, & Levy, 2007; Young
& Steelman, 2014). As feedback is provided on an ongoing basis, specific features of
previous feedback can affect individuals’ desire to seek or avoid additional feedback (Anseel
et al., 2015; Dimotakis, Mitchell, & Maurer, 2017; Whitaker & Levy, 2012). Unlike positive
feedback, negative feedback is primarily used in organizations to shape employees’ behaviors
(Kim & Kim, in press). Negative feedback indicates that an individual’s performance has
fallen below specified standards. Such feedback may affect employees’ evaluations of their
current performance status and cause them to adjust their future behaviors (Anseel et al.,
2015). Negative feedback often elicits both cognitive and affective reactions and these may

have an integrated effect on employees’ behaviors (e.g., Ilies, Judge & Wagner, 2010;
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Johnson & Connelly, 2014; Zingoni & Byron, 2017). To date, little is known about the
potential cognitive and affective mechanisms that affect feedback management behaviors
after an employee has received negative feedback. Thus, the relationships between negative
feedback and FSB and FAB remain largely unexplained.

Further complicating these relationships, FSB and FAB may be affected by different
mechanisms. FSB and FAB refer to two distinct types of behavior and do not represent
opposite sides of the same continuum (Moss, Sanchez, Brumbaugh, & Borkowski, 2009).
Individuals undertake a conscious assessment of values and costs before they decide whether
or not to engage in FSB (Anseel et al., 2015; Ashford & Cummings, 1983; Choi, Moon, &
Nae, 2014; VandeWalle, 2003). Conversely, FAB is largely driven by a natural urge to
maintain a good impression and preserve ego (Moss et al., 2003; Moss & Sanchez, 2004).
FAB goes beyond merely refraining from engaging in FSB, as poor performers not only
passively distance themselves from seeking feedback, but also proactively avoid receiving
feedback (Moss et al., 2009). FSB and FAB have largely been investigated in isolation (for
exceptions, see Moss et al., 2003; Moss, Song, Hannah, Wang, & Sumanth, 2019).
Consequently, the different mechanisms of these two behaviors have largely been ignored in
the literature. An integrated investigation will not only provide a comprehensive theoretical
understanding of the nature of these constructs but will also have practical implications as to
how effective feedback behaviors could be successfully promoted within organizations.

In this study, we integrate conservation of resources theory (COR; Hobfoll, 1989)
with the cognitive-affective processing system (CAPS) framework (Mischel & Shoda, 1995)
to explore the effects of negative feedback on employees’ FSB and FAB. Supervisor
feedback is focused upon, as it represents the most common form of feedback (Leung, Su, &
Morris, 2001) and supervisors are the organizational agents who implement performance

management in practice (Kuvaas, Buch, & Dysvik, 2017). The model identifies the two
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mediators of organization-based self-esteem (OBSE) and frustration as manifestations of
cognitive and affective resource fluctuation respectively. The cognitive resource pathway
accounts for the effects of supervisor negative feedback on FSB, while the affective resource
pathway accounts for its effects on FAB. We further extend theory by identifying leader-
member exchange (LMX) as the boundary condition, as it was theorized that employees’
relationships with their supervisors shape the way that employees appraise work events and
also affect the resource dynamics that arise from work events (Koopmann, Lanaj, Bono, &
Campana, 2016). Given differences in the types of resources that employees deplete, we
argue that LMX plays different moderating roles in these two distinct psychological
processes.

We also seek to ascertain why and when supervisor negative feedback affects
employees’ feedback management behaviors. By doing so, we aim to make three major
contributions to the literature on feedback. First, we have responded to a call to integrate the
literature on feedback and feedback management (DeNisi & Sockbeson, 2017). By
delineating the process that occurs between receiving feedback and subsequent feedback
management behaviors, we aim to explain the ongoing feedback process. Second, this study
seeks to advance understandings of negative feedback, FSB and FAB. By revealing the
different resource-depleting effects of supervisor negative feedback, this study provides a
more comprehensive understanding of such feedback; and by addressing the relative
contribution of cognition and affect in FSB and FAB, we extend the understanding of these
two behaviors. Third, this study aims to examine the critical role of LMX in moderating the
effects of supervisor negative feedback. In doing this, we shed light on how LMX can both
buffer and intensify negative effects, and this further contributes to a comprehensive
understanding of the feedback process between supervisors and employees. Figure 1 depicts

our theoretical model.
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Leader-member
exchange (LMX)

Organisational-based Feedback-seeking
self-esteem (OBSE) behaviour (FSB)

Supervisor negative
feedback

Feedback-avoiding
behaviour (FAB)

Frustration

Figure 1. The research model
2. Theoretical framework and hypotheses

The cognitive-affective processing system (CAPS) is a broad theoretical model
concerned with individual behavioral choices in response to events in the workplace (Mischel
& Shoda, 1995). The central tenet of this framework is that after encountering a specific
event such as supervisor negative feedback, employees appraise their levels of personal
resources. In their appraisals, employees access ‘cognitive-affective units’ or mental
representations to help them respond to events (Koopman, Lanaj, & Scott, 2016; Mischel &
Shoda, 1995). The CAPS framework recognizes the roles of cognition and affect in
understanding individuals’ responses to feedback (Ilies, Judge, & Wagner, 2010). However,
the CAPS framework is silent about how the effects occur and fails to identify the specific
mechanisms that link feedback to employee behaviors.

To further elucidate the processes, this study integrates conservation of resources
theory (COR) with the CAPS framework. According to COR, individuals ‘strive to retain,
protect, and build’ valuable resources (Hobfoll, 1989, p. 516). When confronted by resource-
consuming events at work, employees adopt a defensive position to conserve their remaining
resources and protect themselves from losing resources (Halbesleben, Neveu, Paustian-
Underdahl, & Westman, 2014). As discussed below, the resource appraisal process that

follows supervisor negative feedback emphasizes both cognitive and affective resource-
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consuming considerations which manifest as OBSE and frustration. These considerations also
affect employees’ decisions about whether to engage in FSB or FAB.
2.1 A cognitive mechanism links supervisor negative feedback to employee FSB

We first propose that negative feedback results in a cognitive manifestation of
resource drain, which shapes individuals’ self-concepts (Xanthopoulou, Heuven, Demerouti,
Baker, & Schaufeli, 2008). Negative feedback has been shown to diminish self-esteem
(Crocker, Karpinski, Quinn, & Chase, 2003). Previous research referred to global self-
esteem; however, a more relevant construct is organization-based self-esteem (OBSE), which
refers to a cognitive appraisal that reflects ‘the self-perceived value that individuals have of
themselves as organization members acting within an organizational context’ (Pierce,
Gardner, Cummings, & Dunham, 1989, p. 625). According to Pierce et al. (1989), OBSE is
affected by supervisors’ behaviors towards employees, which in turn affects employees’
work-related behaviors. Consequently, it was anticipated that supervisor negative feedback
would decrease employees’ OBSE, which in turn would inhibit their FSB.

As a workplace stressor, supervisor negative feedback may deplete employees’
cognitive resources and further decrease their OBSE. First, negative feedback informs
employees of their failure to achieve task goals (Demotakis et al., 2017). When facing such a
failure, employees are likely to ruminate on the negative feedback and the mistakes they have
made (Baranik, Wang, Gong, & Shi, 2017; Martin & Tesser, 2006). This process taxes
employees’ cognitive resources and casts a negative bias on their thinking, which makes it
easier to access negative thoughts in their self-evaluation (Lyubomirsky & Nolen-Hoeksema,
1995), especially their self-evaluation in the work context. Second, unlike positive feedback,
which indicates that employees have mastered their job, negative feedback is often
accompanied by greater ambiguity and complicates employees’ cognitive processes (Audia &

Locke, 2003; O’Malley & Gregory, 2011). Employees need to identify the how, what and
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why of their supervisors’ work expectations, which increases employees’ information-
processing requirements. For example, employees tend to devote extra effort to interpreting
and seeking explanations for negative feedback (e.g., Hempel, 2008; Tolli & Schmidt, 2008).
Uncertainties may also deplete employees’ cognitive resources (De Jonge & Dormann,

2006), causing them to question their competence to complete a task and lowering their belief
that they are qualified members within the organization, which in turn results in decreased
OBSE.

Employees with decreased OBSE are less likely to seek feedback from others. COR
states that losing resources will motivate individuals to protect themselves to ensure they do
not lose further resources (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Employees experiencing cognitive
resource drain will passively avoid or delay taking necessary actions (Dionisi & Barling,
2019). FSB can lead to high loss of face and carry high ego costs for employees with low
OBSE. Such employees have low expectations of their own performance, and seeking
potential negative feedback could thus further decrease their self-worth (Anseel et al., 2015).
In such circumstances, their cognitive resources would be further depleted. FSB may also add
little value to the remaining resources of employees with low OBSE. Such employees tend to
have unfavorable attitudes such as dissatisfaction, little job involvement and low affective
commitment (Bowling, Eschleman, Wang, Kirkendall, & Alarcon, 2010; Lee & Peccei,
2007). Such negative views towards their job and organization are likely to reduce the value
of feedback. Given the mostly high costs and low value associated with FSB, employees with
low OBSE tend not to seek any further feedback and wish to allow their current work status
to continue without any interference. Thus, it was hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 1: Supervisor negative feedback has a negative indirect relationship with

FSB via OBSE.
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2.2 An affective mechanism links supervisor negative feedback to employee FAB

By combining the CAPS framework with COR, we argue that another process, the
depletion of affective resources (Dionisi & Barling, 2019), likely provides unique variance in
predicting feedback management behavior. Indeed, emotions and affect are strong driving
forces beyond cognition that motivate specific behavioral reactions (Barclay & Kiefer, 2014).
Negative feedback represents a key affective event that elicits a negative affective reaction
(e.g., Belschak & Hartog, 2009; Young, Richard, Moukarzel, Steelman, & Gentry, 2017). In
the current study, we investigate the more specific emotional response of frustration as a
manifestation of affective resources depletion (Eissa & Lester, 2017). We anticipate
supervisor negative feedback will increase employees’ frustration, which in turn will enhance
their FAB.

Negative feedback from supervisors indicates a failure to meet work expectations and
impedes work progress, causing employees to experience frustration. Employees are
expected to demonstrate appropriate abilities and skills and perform their jobs adequately.
Negative feedback from supervisors indicates a failure to meet such expectations, reveals
employees’ weaknesses and poses a threat to their work progress and goal achievement.
Thus, supervisor negative feedback constitutes a psychologically upsetting event (Ilies &
Judge, 2005), which leads to the depletion of emotional resources. Frequent negative
feedback often indicates that an employee has fallen short of their work goals, which could
interfere with or even block the employee from achieving their goals at work. If goal
attainment is threatened, employees may consequently experience feelings of frustration
(Anderson & Bushman, 2002; Spector, 1997).

Frustrated employees may engage in FAB to protect their remaining resources from
further depletion. A drain on affective resources tends to narrow an individual’s focus and

cause them to behave in a particular manner to ensure resource conservation (Fredrickson,
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1998, 2001). Instead of remaining engaged with their environment, individuals in such
circumstances are motivated to respond quickly to conserve resources and manage their
environment (Barclay & Kiefer, 2014; Lazarus, 1991). It has also been argued that frustration
is associated with aggressive behaviors (e.g., Fox, Spector, & Miles, 2001; Harvey & Harris,
2010); however, we argue that due to their dependency on their supervisors, frustrated
subordinates are more likely to adopt avoidant coping strategies rather than retaliate against
their supervisors (Tepper, Moss, Lockhart, & Carr, 2007). By avoiding feedback, frustrated
employees temporarily terminate interactions with the source of their stress (i.e., their
supervisors) to alleviate their psychological discomfort and preserve their limited resources.
Findings that negative emotions lead to avoidant behaviors also strengthen the suggestion
that feelings of frustration may elicit FAB. For example, negative emotions are said to have a
strong role in predicting psychological withdrawal in the workplace (Barclay & Kiefer,
2014). Frederikson and Dewe (1996) found that stressful situations increase feelings of
frustration, which leads to a greater use of avoidance coping responses than approach coping
responses. Thus, we predict that there will be an affective mechanism between supervisor
negative feedback and FAB. Specifically, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2: Supervisor negative feedback has a positive indirect relationship with
FAB via frustration.
2.3 The ‘double-edged’ moderating role of LMX

LMX refers to the overall quality of the relationship between a supervisor and an
employee (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Supervisor negative feedback represents a specific
work event that can occur at any time during an interaction between a supervisor and an
employee. Conversely, LMX sets the overall tone for the supervisor-employee relationship

that develops over time (Xu, Loi, & Lam, 2015). Employees interpret supervisor negative
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feedback based on the quality of their relationship with their supervisors. Thus, LMX could
shape employees’ cognitive and affective responses to negative feedback.

We argue that high-quality LMX relationships serve as a form of social support that
has informative value and can mitigate the cognitive burden elicited by negative feedback.
First, employees with higher-quality LMX relationships are likely to receive more support
from their supervisors in completing their tasks than those with lower-quality LMX
relationships. Employees with high-quality LMX relationships may also believe that they can
succeed because they have the support of their supervisors (Dimotakis et al., 2017). This
belief protects their perceptions of self-value from the effects of cognitive resource depletion.
Conversely, employees with low-quality LMX relationships may interpret negative feedback
in unfavorable ways; for example, such employees may interpret negative feedback as a form
of unjust interpersonal treatment or an attempt to undermine them personally (Leung et al.,
2001). Such interpretations are more likely to impair their OBSE. Second, employees who
have high-quality LMX relationships with their supervisors tend to receive continuous
guidance from their supervisors, which can help them to cope better with negative feedback
(Chen, Lam & Zhong, 2007). In a high-LMX dyad, supervisors are viewed as trustworthy
and approachable; thus, employees can easily understand the reasons they received negative
feedback and are aware of what they need to do to improve. In this situation, LMX frees the
cognitive resources required to cope with uncertainty. Employees are able to maintain their
OBSE after receiving negative feedback because they have sufficient cognitive resources to
evaluate themselves. Conversely, employees in a low-LMX dyad may need to devote more
cognitive resources to processing negative feedback because they are unwilling to approach
their supervisors to discuss the problem. Consequently, their OBSE is likely to be decreased.
We contend that LMX will have a buffering effect on employees’ cognitive process and

hypothesize that:
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Hypothesis 3: LMX moderates the negative relationship between supervisor negative
feedback and OBSE, such that the relationship is weaker when the quality of the LMX
relationship is high than when it is low.

While there is a buffering role of LMX in the cognitive resource depletion process,
employees with a strong relationship with their supervisor may in contrast perceive negative
feedback as being more threatening to their goal attainment and work progress. Employees
with high-quality LMX relationships generally believe their supervisors will provide them
with adequate support (Xu et al., 2015) and are likely have a higher expectation of success in
completing tasks. Under this condition, negative information has a stronger effect because it
is usually unexpected and surprising (Lian, Ferris, & Brown, 2012). Frequent negative
feedback from supervisors may be considered a violation of the employees’ expectations and
thus be more psychologically upsetting, which will deplete more affective resources.
Employees with high-quality LMX relationships are more likely to perceive that their
progress at work is being blocked beyond normal expectations and so experience strong
feelings of frustration. Conversely, in the context of an unsupported relationship (i.e., a low-
quality LMX relationship), employees are treated as ‘out-group’ members and do not expect
smooth progress (Xu et al., 2015). Supervisor negative feedback in this situation is perceived
as reasonable and thus less threatening to employees’ original work plan. Based on these
arguments, we propose that LMX amplifies frustration in the affective process. Specifically,
we hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 4: LMX moderates the positive relationship between supervisor negative
feedback and frustration, such that relationship is stronger when the quality of the LMX
relationship is high than when it is low.

Based on the mediating and moderating hypotheses, we also hypothesize that there

are two moderated mediation effects:
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Hypothesis 5: LMX moderates the indirect relationship between LMX and FSB via
OBSE, such that the indirect relationship is weaker when the quality of the LMX relationship
is high than when it is low.

Hypothesis 6: LMX moderates the indirect relationship between LMX and FAB via
[frustration, such that the indirect relationship is stronger when the quality of the LMX
relationship is high than when it is low.

3. Method
3.1 Participants and procedure

Data were collected from a limited corporation restructured from a state-owned
enterprise (SOE) in the manufacturing industry in China. This type of organization was
selected for two reasons. First, employees of SOEs tend to respect hierarchy and authority,
which makes their supervisors’ evaluations important determinants of their behaviors (Chen,
2002). Second, only a limited number of corporations that have been transformed from SOEs
have gained autonomy from government control and discretion in their management, but in
these organizations employees are encouraged to take the initiative to improve their
performance (Chen, Lam, & Zhong, 2007). Thus, this type of organization provides a
relevant setting to examine the research questions.

With the assistance of a human resource manager, two research assistants distributed
questionnaires to members of each department in the organization. Only employees who had
frequent contact with their supervisors were included as participants. Before completing the
questionnaire, participants were informed about the purpose of the study, assured that the
data would remain confidential and reminded that their participation in the study was
voluntary. To avoid common method bias and identify causality, data were collected at two

separate time points. In the first wave (T1), participants were invited to indicate supervisor
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feedback, OBSE, frustration, and LMX. Two months later (T2), participants were asked to
indicate FSB and FAB and provide their demographic information.

We obtained a valid sample of 220 participants from matching responses in the T2
survey with those at T1. An attrition analysis was conducted to examine whether there were
any systematic differences between the attrition sample and the retention sample (Goodman
& Blum, 1996). The means of the T1 variables were compared across the two samples and no
significant differences were found, other than that the education level in the attrition group
was slightly higher (M = 2.43) than that of the retention group (M = 2.06; t =4.14, p < .01),
indicating that participant attrition was not a major issue. Of the final sample, 67.7% were
male and 51.4% held at least one college degree. On average, participants were aged 33.3
years, had an organizational tenure of 7.6 years and a dyadic tenure (i.e., the period for which
an employee had been working with his/her current supervisor) of 3.8 years.

3.2 Measures

A six-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree) was used for
all measures except for the supervisor negative feedback, LMX, FSB and FAB scales.
3.2.1 Supervisor negative feedback

To assess the amount of negative feedback each participant received from their
supervisor, a four-item supervisor negative feedback scale based on the scale of Steelman,
Levy, and Snell (2004) was used. The original scale reflects the perceived frequency of
supervisor negative feedback, which is believed to accurately reflect performance. However,
employees often have no, little or inconsistent information about how well they are
performing (Ashford, 1986). In keeping with our conceptualization of supervisor negative
feedback, we revised the wording of the items on Steelman et al.’s scale to focus on negative
feedback from supervisors and de-emphasized the connotation that performance warrants

such feedback. The four revised sample items are ‘My supervisor lets me know that I don’t
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meet some deadlines’, ‘My supervisor lets me know that my job performance falls below
what is expected’, ‘My supervisor tells me that I made a mistake at work’ and ‘My supervisor
tells me that my work performance does not meet organizational standards’. Participants
responded to these items using a six-point Likert scale (where 1 = never and 6 = always).
3.2.2 LMX

Graen and Uhl-Bien’s (1995) seven-item LMX scale was used to assess the quality of
LMX relationships. Sample items include ‘I have enough confidence in my leader that I
would defend and justify his/her decision if he/she were not present to do so’ (1 = strongly
disagree and 6 = strongly agree) and ‘How would you characterize your working relationship
with your supervisor?’ (1 = extremely ineffective and 6 = extremely effective).
3.2.3 OBSE

OBSE was measured using eight items from the scale of Pierce et al. (1989). Shu and
Liang (2015) validated Pierce et al.’s (1989) original 10-item scale in the Chinese context and
deleted two items (‘There is faith in me’ and ‘I can make a difference’) due to cross-loading;
we have followed their lead. A sample item from the scale in the present study is ‘I count
around here’.
3.2.4 Frustration

Frustration was assessed using a three-item scale from Peters, O’Connor and Rudolf’s
(1980) work frustration scale. One sample item from the scale is ‘Trying to get this job done
was a very frustrating experience’.
3.2.5FSB

Ashford’s (1986) seven-item scale was used to measure FSB. Employees were asked
how often they engaged in various behaviors. For example, employees were asked to
‘observe what performance behaviors your supervisor rewards and use this as feedback on

your own performance’ (monitoring) and to ‘seek information from [their] supervisor about
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[their] work performance’ (inquiry). The scale ranged from 1 (very infrequently) to 6 (very
frequently). As has been suggested in the literature (Anseel et al., 2015; Moss et al., 2019),
we combined all seven items to create an overall FSB construct.
3.2.6 FAB

A six-item scale developed by Moss et al. (2003) was used to measure FAB.
Participants were asked to visualize themselves in a situation in which they did not perform
well and indicate the likelihood of their engaging in six different types of FAB, such as
‘hiding from my supervisor’ and ‘avoiding eye contact with my supervisor so that he/she did
not start a conversation with me about my performance’. Participants were asked to respond
to the items using a six-point scale (where 1 = very unlikely and 6 = very likely).
3.2.7 Control variables

To account for variation in the full feedback experience, we measured and controlled
for positive feedback to separate the effects of positive and negative feedback. For
consistency with the negative feedback measure, we modified the five-item scale for positive
feedback developed by Steelman et al. (2014). A sample item of the scale states: ‘I receive
positive feedback from my supervisor’ (1 = never and 6 = always). We also controlled for
employee demographics of age, gender, education, organizational tenure and dyadic tenure,
as such factors could affect employees’ FSB and FAB (Anseel et al., 2015; Pan & Lin, 2015;
Miller & Karakowsky, 2005).
4. Results
4.1 Confirmatory factor analysis

As all variables were reported by employees, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
was conducted in Mplus Version 7.4 to examine the distinctiveness of the seven self-reported
scales. Due to the small sample size (N = 220), the measurement model was validated using

item parcels for FSB, since it is a high-order construct (Moss et al., 2019; Zhang & Bartol,
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2010). We constructed two parcels based on the inquiry and monitoring dimensions of FSB.
As Table 1 shows, the theorized seven-factor model provided an adequate fit to the data
(¢*(506) = 1058.18, CFI = .93, TLI = .92, RMSEA = .07), which were better than those of all
the alternative models.
4.2 Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table 2 sets out the means, standard deviations, reliabilities and correlations of the
variables. The reliabilities for all measures were acceptable. Negative feedback was
positively correlated with frustration (» = .22, p < .01) and frustration was positively
correlated with FAB (r = .24, p < .01). OBSE was positively correlated with FSB (» = .30,
p < .01). The relationship between negative feedback and OBSE was negative as expected;
however, the zero-order correlation was not significant (» = -.03, n.s.).
4.3 Hypothesis testing

Hypothesis 1 predicted that OBSE would mediate the negative relationship between
supervisor negative feedback and FSB. After controlling for demographic variables and
supervisor positive feedback, supervisor negative feedback was negatively and significantly
related to OBSE (b = -.07, p < .10) and OBSE was positively related to FSB (b= .43, p <
.01) (see Models 2 and 6 in Table 3). PROCESS 2.11 developed by Hayes (2012) was
employed to undertake the mediation analyses. With 5,000 bootstrap replications, a negative
indirect effect was found between supervisor negative feedback and FSB via OBSE
(estimate = -.03, 95% CI = [-.08, -.004]; see Table 4). Thus, the results supported Hypothesis
1. Although it was not hypothesized that frustration would have a mediating role between
negative feedback and FSB, the indirect effects were calculated in the same model. No

indirect effect was found (95% CI = [-.02, .05])
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Hypothesis 2 predicted that frustration would play a mediating role between
supervisor negative feedback and FAB. As Models 4 and 8 in Table 3 show, supervisor
negative feedback was positively related to frustration (b = .27, p < .01), which was
positively related to FAB (b = .28, p < .01). In support of Hypothesis 2, the bootstrap results
revealed an indirect effect of .08 (95% CI =[.02, .16]). Similarly, the indirect effect of
supervisor negative feedback on FAB via OBSE was also examined; however, neither the
relationship between OBSE and FAB (b = .07, n.s.) nor the indirect effect were significant
(95% CI=[-.03, .01]).

Hypotheses 3 and 4 were concerned with the moderating role of LMX and the effects
of supervisor negative feedback on OBSE and frustration. As Models 3 and 6 in Table 5
show, the interaction effect of supervisor negative feedback and LMX significantly predicted
OBSE (b = .13, p < .01) and frustration (b = .16, p < .01). Results of the simple slope tests
(Aiken & West, 1991) revealed that the effect of supervisor negative feedback on OBSE was
significant and negative for employees with low-quality LMX relationships (b =-.20, p <
.01), but was not significant for those with high-quality LMX relationships (b = .03, n.s.; see
Figure 2). Using the same procedure, results showed that the higher the quality of the LMX
relationship, the greater the effect supervisor negative feedback had on frustration (b = .40,
p < .01; see Figure 3). Conversely, low-quality LMX relationships led to a nonsignificant
effect (b =.11, n.s.). In general, the results suggest that LMX weakens the negative
association between supervisor negative feedback on OBSE, but strengthens its positive

effect on frustration. Thus, both Hypotheses 3 and 4 were supported.
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Based on the mediation and moderation effects, further tests were conducted to
examine the moderated mediation effects proposed by Hypotheses 5 and 6. The results are
summarized in Table 6. In relation to the ‘cognition’ pathway, LMX weakens the indirect
effects of supervisor negative feedback on FSB via OBSE (index = .57, 95% CI =[.02, .10]).
The indirect effect was stronger (b = -.09, 95% CI = [-.17, -.04]) when the quality of the
LMX relationship was low than when it was high (b = .01, 95% CI = [-.01, .05]). Thus,
Hypothesis 5 was supported. In relation to the ‘affect’ pathway, LMX significantly
strengthened the indirect effect on FAB via frustration (index = .05, 95% CI = [.003, .12]).
The indirect effect was stronger (b = .11, 95% CI = [.04, .22]) when the quality of the LMX
relationship was high than when it was low (b = .03, 95% CI = [-.02, .10]). Thus, Hypothesis
6 was supported.

5. Discussion

We integrated the CAPS framework and COR to demonstrate that OBSE and
frustration are mechanisms that underlie the effects of supervisor negative feedback on FSB
and FAB respectively. Further, we showed that LMX had a ‘double-edged’ moderating effect
on these two mechanisms. Specifically, high-quality LMX attenuates the negative effects of
supervisor negative feedback on OBSE and FSB but amplifies the positive effects on
frustration and FAB. Results from the two-wave survey of 220 employees support our
hypotheses.

5.1 Theoretical implications

First, one of the major contributions of this study is the finding about the effects of
negative feedback on FSB and FAB, which can be integrated into the traditional literature on
feedback (i.e., feedback given; DeNisi & Sockbeson, 2017) and the research on feedback
management. Traditionally, researchers have viewed feedback as a one-way process whereby

managers either give feedback and employees act on that feedback, or employees seek or
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avoid feedback based on specific factors, such as personality, leadership style and
organizational context (Ashford et al., 2016). Some research has examined the supportiveness
of the overall feedback environment as an antecedent of FSB (e.g., Young & Steelman, 2015;
Whitaker et al., 2007); however, the specific factors driving how feedback affects such
behavior requires further investigation to identify any unique effects. Our study revealed that
negative feedback affected consequent self-initiative behaviors related to managing feedback
and thus showed that feedback is a two-way process. Specifically, these results showed that
the type of feedback provided by supervisors affects employees’ future decisions about their
FSB and FAB (Anseel et al., 2015). Thus, our study provided empirical evidence of the
interplay between supervisors and employees in relation to feedback and extends both our
understanding of how feedback is given and how employees manage feedback.

Second, by exploring the different mechanisms of FSB and FAB, the study revealed
the underlying motivational dynamics of the two different feedback management behaviors.
Theories have suggested that some work behaviors are primarily driven by cognitive
evaluations, while others are driven by affect (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Empirically, the
relative contribution of cognition and affect on work behaviors has already been examined
(e.g., Dionisi & Barling, 2019; Lee & Allen, 2002). While previous studies have focused on
the common antecedents of FSB and FAB (e.g., Moss et al., 2003, 2019), this study showed
that these two behaviors are predicted by different factors.

Notably, employees’ cognitive appraisal of their self-concept can effectively predict
their desire to seek rather than avoid feedback. Thus, FSB may be better understood to be the
result of employees’ thoughtful evaluations rather than resulting from their immediate
affective experiences. These findings are consistent with the idea that instrumental, ego-based
and image-based motives underlie FSB (Ashford et al., 2003). One common assumption in

FSB research is that employees will engage in a benefit and cost analysis to decide whether
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to seek feedback (Anseel et al., 2015) and that FSB consequently largely involves a cognitive
assessment. Previous research has shown that employees’ high self-efficacy, self-confidence
and general self-esteem can positively predict the likelihood of their seeking feedback
(Ashford et al., 1986; Bernichon, Cook, & Brown, 2003; Dimotakis et al., 2017). The present
study found similar results in relation to OBSE, which is another cognitive status that reflects
the specific self-concept of employees’ worth and competence as organizational members
(Bowling et al., 2010; Pierce et al., 1989). These results reinforce the growing body of
research that emphasizes the critical role of self-concept cognition in determining FSB.
Conversely, these results also showed that a specific negative emotion (i.e.,
frustration) can predict employees’ tendency to avoid rather than seek further feedback.
Employees’ negative emotions about their work conditions play a more powerful role in
predicting FAB than the variable of cognition. Thus, FAB may be better understood, at least
in part, as an expressive emotional behavior. In support of our argument, Frederikson and
Dewe (1996) showed that frustration leads to greater use of the avoidance coping response.
Third, by illustrating the ‘double-edged’ moderating effect of LMX, this study has
begun to integrate previous conflicting results about the role of LMX. Two competing
perspectives emerge that could explain how LMX shapes employees’ responses to negative
employment experiences (Restubog, Bordia, Tang, & Krebs, 2010). The argument for a
buffering effect suggests that LM X may provide external resources that help employees cope
with any initial negative effects (e.g., Harris, Harris, & Harvey, 2008). Conversely, the
argument for an amplifying effect suggests that negative work events represent a form of
betrayal in a high-quality relationship and thus have greater detrimental effects (e.g., Wang et
al., 2015). Our findings showed that following negative feedback, LMX can both replenish
and exhaust employees’ resources, depending on the kind of resources employees have lost.

Specifically, high-quality LMX relationships can mitigate the depletion of cognitive
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resources, lessening the negative effects of negative feedback on OBSE and FSB. High-
quality LMX relationships can also exacerbate the depletion of affective resources,
amplifying the positive effects of supervisor negative feedback on frustration and FAB. LMX
is subject to power differentials and is more transactional in nature and less affect-involving
(McCarthy, Trougakos, & Cheng, 2015). Thus, support from supervisors is more relevant to
the cognitive process than it is to the affective process. Our results are consistent with
previous findings that LMX magnifies the relationship between negative work events such as
abusive supervision and affective status, including satisfaction (Lian et al., 2012) and
emotional exhaustion (Wang et al., 2015). Therefore, this study revises the one-sided view of
LMX and allows a more comprehensive understanding of it.

Finally, we separated negative from positive feedback and controlled for the latter to
examine the distinct explanatory power of the former. Previous studies have suggested that
negative feedback is at the opposite end of the spectrum to positive feedback; however, this
conceptualization may be problematic, as it confounds the combined effects of the two types
of feedback on employees (Kim & Kim, in press). In organizations, both negative and
positive feedback may occur relatively independently (Kim & Kim, in press; Steelman et al.,
2004); that is, a supervisor may simultaneously provide positive feedback on some tasks and
negative feedback on others. After combining negative and positive feedback in the
confirmatory factor analysis, the fit of the measurement model significantly worsened (see
Table 1). Further, the finding that negative and positive feedback were only weakly
correlated in this study (» = .20) provides further support for an approach under which
positive and negative feedback are examined separately (Steelman et al., 2004).

5.2 Practical implications
The research findings also have practical implications for organizations and

managers. First, the study illustrated the cyclical nature of feedback processes. Organizations
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and managers need to assist employees by providing ongoing feedback to encourage them to
continuously strive to improve their performance. Thus, promoting FSB and limiting FAB
will prove critical in organizations (Moss et al., 2019). The results also show that negative
feedback may inhibit FSB and promote FAB via cognitive dissonance and negative
emotional experiences. These findings emphasize that supervisors need to develop their
feedback delivery and coaching skills to reduce the potential cognitive and affective burden
that can result from the provision of negative feedback. For example, supervisors could
clarify the reasons behind any evaluations and provide detailed instructions that employees
can follow to improve poor performance. Supervisors could also adopt principles from
positive psychology to avoid injuring employees’ feelings (e.g., supervisors could display
empathic concern when delivering negative feedback; Young et al., 2017).

For supervisors, the results also highlighted that a high-quality relationship with a
subordinate is not an antidote to every potentially problematic situation. Supervisors need to
be mindful that high-quality relationships create and impose higher expectations.
Consequently, negative information about employees’ performance can elicit greater
frustration. Supervisors could adopt their communication strategies to ascertain employees’
expectations and enable them to release their frustrating experiences. Conversely, employees
in low-quality relationships may lack input and guidance from their supervisors, two factors
critical to the maintenance of positive self-concept. Supervisors should perhaps also realize
the needs of employees and provide them with the necessary support to enhance their
performance.

5.3 Limitations and future research

First, although all variables in this study were self-reported, it is important to note the

modeling process is largely intra-psychic, and that employees may therefore be the most

appropriate source for reports of FSB and FAB (Moss et al., 2019). Second, while we
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adopted a multi-wave design and collected data at two time points to avoid common method
bias, the causality in our model must be interpreted with some caution, as the interval
between the two surveys was only two months. Third, the study was conducted at a single
organization. This may raise concerns about the generalizability of the results. Using data
from a single company inherently ensures the homogeneity of the organizational context and
enhances internal validity; however, the proposed relationships should be further investigated
at multiple organizations and in different industries. Finally, Chinese employees may be more
sensitive to interactions with their supervisors than Western employees, as China is a
relational-oriented society. Further studies could explore cultural differences as a boundary
condition of the proposed relationships.

The study also revealed several avenues for future research. First, this study focused
on OBSE and frustration, respectively, as the focal cognitive and affective processes linking
supervisor negative feedback and feedback management behaviors. Future research could
enhance the explanatory power of cognitive and affective mechanisms by examining other
mediators. These relationships may also pass through additional mechanisms that could be
examined together with the current mechanisms in future research. For example, by
influencing employees’ self-motives, supervisor negative feedback may affect their
subsequent behaviors (Anseel et al., 2007). Second, this study focused on the process linking
feedback to feedback management behaviors. Future research could extend the process to
include any subsequent responses after FSB and FAB, such as supervisors’ interpretations of
any such behaviors and employees’ in-role and extra-role performances (Anseel et al., 2015).
6. Conclusion

This study sought to understand how and when supervisor negative feedback affects
two distinct types of feedback management behavior, FSB and FAB. The differential

mediations by cognitive and affective resource depletion add to our knowledge of the
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antecedents and nature of these two types of behavior. The double-edged moderating role of
LMX further demonstrated that it has the potential to mitigate or exacerbate these resources
and processes and could be used to generate a more comprehensive understanding in the
context of leader-member feedback exchange. Our hope is that these research findings may

be used to enhance productive feedback processes in organizations.
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Conclusion to Study Three

Study 3 extends the results of previous two studies in two aspects. First, Study 3
addressed the effects of negative feedback from both cognitive and affective perspectives.
From the cognitive perspective, employee organization-based self-esteem mediated the
negative effects of supervisor negative feedback on employees’ feedback-seeking behavior.
From the affective perspective, frustration mediated the positive effect of supervisor negative
feedback on feedback-avoiding behavior. Leader-member exchange serves as a double-edged
sword for employees, as it weakens the negative effects of supervisor negative feedback on
employees’ organization-based self-esteem, while strengthening the positive relationship
between supervisor negative feedback and frustration. Second, Study 3 integrated the
literature on giving of feedback and feedback management, extending beyond the idea that
feedback is a one-way process whereby supervisors give feedback and employees passively
act on that feedback. Study 3 revealed that negative feedback affected consequent self-
initiative behaviors related to managing feedback and thus showed that feedback is a two-
way process.

The three studies in this thesis combine to illustrate that both cognition and affect
account for the impacts of negative feedback on employees. More importantly, the combined
results suggest that the effectiveness of supervisor negative feedback varies depending on the
characteristics of employees, the quality of the relationship between the supervisor and the
employee, the feedback process, and the kind of outcomes. The results of all three studies,
including their theoretical and practical implications, are further discussed in the general

discussion in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5

General Discussion of Key Findings and Conclusions
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This concluding chapter summarizes the key findings of the thesis. In this chapter, we
integrate the results of the three empirical papers and discuss the theoretical and practical
implications, as well as the limitations of the studies and directions for future research.
Finally, an overall conclusion of the thesis is provided.

The thesis broadly aims to provide a nuanced understanding of the influences of
negative feedback on employees’ attitudes and behaviors, and to achieve this research aim,
three empirical studies were conducted to test the effectiveness of negative feedback. The
thesis has four overarching themes. First, the research provided evidence of the construct
validity for informal negative feedback from supervisors in varied contexts. Second, the
research examined different types of outcomes that follow feedback, including its effects on
work motivation, well-being, performance, and feedback management behaviors. Third, the
research investigated the role of both cognitive and affective responses in linking negative
feedback and employee outcomes. Finally, the research examined the contingent factors of
these negative feedback processes. Taken as a whole, the thesis unites cognitive and affective
perspectives to investigate how and when negative feedback from supervisors influences
employees’ work outcomes.

1. Summary of findings

The hypotheses across the three studies were generally supported. The observed patterns
of relationships across the three studies corroborate and extend previous findings on the
consequences and contingencies of negative feedback.

1.1 Cognitive processes in response to negative feedback

Studies 1 and 3 (i.e., Chapters 2 and 4) broadened our understanding about how
employees cognitively appraise and respond to negative feedback. Consistent with the
propositions of the CAPS framework (Mischel & Shoda, 1995), negative feedback was found

to influence employees’ construal and interpretations of the feedback, as well as their
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expectations and beliefs about their self-concept. The findings confirmed these influences in
two ways: (1) by linking supervisor negative feedback with employees’ interpretations about
the motives behind such feedback in Study 1, and (2) by linking supervisor negative feedback
with employees’ organization-based self-esteem in Study 3.

In Study 1, we found two counterbalancing processes whereby external and internal
motive attribution mediate the influence of supervisor negative feedback on motivation to
learn. Attribution in the feedback literature focuses exclusively on the attribution that
employees make in relation to their own performance (e.g., Silver, Mitchell, & Gist, 1995;
Tolli & Schmidt, 2008). Those studies are based on an implicit assumption that employees
view feedback as pertinent and intended to improve their performance, which is not always
the case in organizations (Hempel, 2008). Our study illustrates the necessity of understanding
what employees’ see as the reasons that feedback has been provided. We took the first step in
examining the mediating role of feedback motive attribution, which is regarded as a
moderator of feedback effectiveness in Hempel’s (2008) original work. Rather than merely
interacting with feedback, employees’ attribution can also be molded by feedback, especially
when the information is delivered by managers (Hewett, Shantz, Mundy, & Alfes, 2018;
Nishii, Lepak, & Schneider, 2008).

In Study 3, we provide support for the mediating role of organization-based self-esteem
in the process that negative feedback exerts influences on employee behaviors. Results
indicate that supervisor negative feedback tends to decrease employees’ cognitive resources,
which induces negative thoughts into their self-appraisal in the work context (i.e., OBSE).
The negative relationship between negative feedback and OBSE corresponds with previous
studies that demonstrated that negative feedback is associated with low self-efficacy (e.g.,
Dimotakis, Mitchell, & Maurer, 2017; Ilies, Judge, & Wagner, 2010; Hu, Creed, & Hood,

2019) and self-esteem (Crocker, Karpinski, Quinn, & Chase, 2003). Furthermore, the results
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of Study 3 also indicate a unique impact of OBSE on feedback-seeking behavior: employees’
cognitive appraisals of their self-concepts can effectively predict their desire to seek rather
than avoid feedback. This finding is consistent with previous research showing that
employees’ high self-efficacy, self-confidence, and general self-esteem can positively predict
the likelihood of their seeking feedback (Ashford, 1986; Bernichon, Cook, & Brown, 2003;
Dimotakis et al., 2017).

Taken together, the findings of Study 1 and 3 provide empirical evidence that supervisor
negative feedback elicits cognitive appraisal processes in an employee, including an
interpretation of the supervisor’s motives for providing feedback as well as an evaluation of
the employee’s self-value as a member of the organization. These interpretations and
evaluations in turn influence their motivations (specifically, their motivation to learn) and
behaviors (specifically, their FSB) at work. However, these relationships have boundary
conditions, further elaborated below.

1.2 Affective processes in response to negative feedback

Studies 2 and 3 (i.e., Chapters 3 and 4) extend previous findings on the affective
consequences of negative feedback. There is consistent evidence suggesting that negative
feedback generates employees’ increased negative affect, which in turn leads to unfavorable
outcomes (e.g., Belschak & Den Hartog, 2009; Ilies & Judge, 2005; Young, Richard,
Moukarzel, Steelman, & Gentry, 2017). However, the specific utility of particular discrete
emotions is far from well understood. Our focus on the two emotions of shame in Study 2
and frustration in Study 3 enables us to examine the distinct motivational and behavioral
outcomes associated specifically with these particular emotions.

In Study 2, we found that daily supervisor negative feedback was positively associated
with employees’ feelings of shame at the end of that workday. The findings further confirm

negative feedback’s double-edged effects through shame. That is, shame positively predicts
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individuals’ emotional exhaustion, while negatively predicting next-day in-role and extra-role
performance. The negative impact of shame on well-being corresponds with previous
research suggesting that the intense and inward nature of shame leads to a lessening of
employees’ well-being (Kim, Thibodeau, & Jorgensen, 2011). Notably, although shame has a
short-lived beneficial effect on next-day performance, a post hoc analysis revealed it
negatively impacts in-role performance over longer periods of time (i.e., two to four days).
The short-term and long-term perspectives provide some suggestions for a way to reconcile
inconsistent findings over the effects of shame on behavioral outcomes.

In Study 3, we also found that supervisor negative feedback was positively associated
with employees’ frustration. This finding once again extends the research on the specific
utilities of discrete emotions that arise following negative feedback. The results also indicate
a unique impact of frustration on feedback-avoiding behavior. That is, employees’ emotional
experience of frustration can effectively predict their desire to avoid rather than seek
feedback. This finding is consistent with the work of Frederikson and Dewe (1996), who
found that frustration leads to a greater use of the avoidance coping response.

By not using an aggregated affective dimension, Studies 2 and 3 offer a better
understanding of the critical role that discrete emotions play in linking negative feedback and
employee outcomes: negative feedback increases the experience of shame and frustration,
which in turn impair well-being and long-term performance and lead to the use of avoidance
behavioral strategies. Similar to the cognitive reactions, the affective processes resulting from
negative feedback also have boundary conditions as discussed in what follows.

1.3 Boundary conditions of the effectiveness of negative feedback

Given the high failure rate of negative feedback, researchers have paid much attention to

the circumstances under which negative feedback provides informational value without being

overridden by other processes (e.g., Brown, Kulik, & Lim, 2016; O’Malley & Gregory,
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2011). All three studies in this thesis examined boundary conditions to illuminate factors that
impact on the effectiveness of negative feedback, including dispositional and contextual
factors. Studies 1 and 3 respectively examined the moderating roles of core self-evaluation
(CSE) and leader-member exchange (LMX) in cognitive processes, while Studies 2 and 3
focused on the moderating effects of LMX in affective processes. The empirical evidence
provides support for these two factors in determining employees’ responses to supervisor
negative feedback.

Regarding the cognitive processes, Study 1 suggests that CSE determines the way that
individuals make attributions around negative feedback, which goes on to influence their
motivation to learn at work. For individuals with a strong positive self-evaluation, negative
feedback has a “bright side”, and is effective in facilitating employee motivation to learn.
However for those who view themselves as weak and vulnerable, negative feedback exhibits
its dark side, and it is detrimental to motivation to learn. At the same time, Study 3 found that
the LMX buffers the decrease in employees’ OBSE after negative feedback. That is, high-
quality LMX relationships serve as a form of social support that has informative value and
can mitigate the cognitive burden elicited by negative feedback.

Regarding the affective processes, Studies 2 and 3 both reveal the dark-side effect of
LMX in eliciting more negative emotions after negative feedback. Study 2 indicates that
LMX amplifies frustration and its further impact on FAB, while Study 3 indicates that LMX
amplifies the experience of shame after negative feedback. That is, employees may perceive
negative feedback as being more threatening to their goal attainment and work progress if
they have a strong relationship with the supervisor. These results are consistent with previous
findings that LM X magnifies the relationship between negative work events such as abusive
supervision and affective status, including satisfaction (Lian, Ferris, & Brown, 2012) and

emotional exhaustion (Wang, Burlacu, Truxillo, James, & Yao, 2015).
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Taken together, these findings provide empirical evidence for the contingent roles of
CSE and LMX in determining the effectiveness of negative feedback. High-CSE employees
are able to interpret negative feedback in positive ways. Notably, the moderating effects of
LMX depend on whether the process is cognitive or affective. Although high LMX can
mitigate the negative effects on self-value perceptions, it can also exacerbate the depletion of
affective resources and amplify negative feedback’s impact on negative emotions.

2. Theoretical implications

The research program contributes to the feedback literature in a number of important
ways. First, the thesis provides evidence of the construct validity of informal supervisor
negative feedback across two countries and three sectors. The construct is relevant given the
importance of continuous performance management, which has been increasingly
emphasized in recent years in both scholarly and popular literature (Adler et al., 2016;
Buckingham & Goodall, 2015). The thesis also extends the current research approach to
negative feedback from an exclusively between-person perspective to the within-person level.
Through examining the construct at both two levels, this thesis further deepens our
understanding of the phenomenon of supervisor negative feedback. Particularly in Study 2,
by acknowledging that negative feedback fluctuates at the within-person level, this research
creates a new perspective, focusing on the short-term and the activity of individual days, to
examine the effectiveness of negative feedback. Due to the dynamic nature of employee
performance on a day-to-day basis (Binnewies, Sonnentag, & Mojza, 2009), supervisors
often need to communicate their expectations and evaluations through regular, informal
feedback with their subordinates (Steelman et al., 2004). The current thesis extends the
feedback research perspective to some degree to take account of this.

Second, by investigating supervisor negative feedback processes from multiple

perspectives, this research program allows for a more nuanced view of the way such
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processes influence employee behavior. The research develops a detailed and systematic
model of supervisor negative feedback with the CAPS model as the theoretical foundation,
which offers a more comprehensive and complementary understanding of how such feedback
works. We enrich the current understanding of the cognitive responses towards negative
feedback by highlighting the role of motive attribution and OBSE. In addition, by
investigating the distinctive attributes of shame and frustration, the thesis enriches our
knowledge of the emotional processes associated with feedback beyond the notion of
generalized affect. In doing this, we provide a response to the increasing calls for more
research on discrete emotions instead of general affect (e.g., Ashkanasy & Dorris, 2017;
Gooty, Gavin, & Ashkanasy, 2009; Lindebaum & Jordan,

Fourth, by investigating the moderating roles of employee’s CSE and LMX, the research
program deepens our understanding of which employees’ positive work behaviors are
effectively promoted by supervisor negative feedback and which employees have their well-
being enhanced by supervisor negative feedback, and under what conditions2012).. Kluger
and DeNisi’s (1996) meta-analysis of the effectiveness of feedback found a large variance in
the effect size between studies, suggesting the importance of boundary conditions in the
effectiveness. Understanding moderating effects is likely to reconcile discrepancies in the
existing literature. In the present research, we highlight the importance of employees’
characteristics, since they are the recipients of negative feedback and directly address the
feedback during appraisal and response process, and we also highlight the role of the context
where the feedback occurs, since feedback delivery and reception does not occur in a vacuum
but rather in contexts with a dynamic interaction between supervisors and employees. By
revealing the buffering effect of CSE and LMX in the process of the elicitation of negative
cognitive interpretations, as well as the intensifying effect of LMX in this same process, we

extend the current limited knowledge of the effectiveness of negative feedback.
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3. Practical implications

The primary aim of negative feedback is to enhance employees’ work motivation and
performance. However, such feedback is often inefficacious, and obstacles must be overcome
for negative feedback to be beneficial (Audia & Locke, 2003). The issue of how to remove
obstacles to the effective use of negative feedback has received considerable attention among
practitioners. By investigating the results of negative feedback from multiple perspectives,
this research program provides a number of practical implications for managers and
organizations. In general, the research suggests that a one-size-fit-all approach for feedback
practice is not appropriate. The findings highlight the importance of a consideration of
employees’ psychological states associated with negative feedback in any attempt to increase
the probability of beneficial outcomes.

First, the research reveals the intermediate mechanisms underlying negative feedback
processes, and this offers insights into how feedback is effective or dysfunctional. Practical
recommendations are thus feasible for facilitating or inhibiting the outcomes of negative
feedback. The findings generally suggest that employees tend to experience negative
emotions after negative feedback, and that they cognitively interpret negative feedback
feedback in various ways. On the one hand, supervisors need to draw on strategies to deliver
negative feedback in a more appropriate way, for example by offering employees the
necessary support and resources and by providing a clear explanation of the negative
feedback to highlight its constructive purpose. By doing this, supervisors can enhance
employees’ positive appraisal of such feedback, while avoiding it being interpreted as a
devaluation of employees’ self-concepts. On the other hand, supervisors also need to lessen
the negative emotions that are elicited by negative feedback, as this can weaken its negative

influence on well-being, coping strategies, and performance.

177



Second, the research highlighted two important boundary conditions of negative
feedback processes, employees’ dispositional characteristics (i.e., CSE) and the quality of
their relationship with the supervisor (i.e., LMX). According to Studies 1 and 3, employees
with high CSE or high LMX tend to retain their self-efficacy and appraise feedback as
beneficial. Consequently, these employees are more likely to be motivated to improve their
performance, by seeking further feedback and by actively learning at work. Given this,
organizations and managers could look to find ways to enhance employees’ positive self-
assessment. High-CSE applicants could receive more attention in the recruitment and
selection process. Organizations could design interventions to assist employees with low
CSE, such as self-efficacy training (McNatt & Judge, 2008) and self-restorative activities
(Wiesenfeld et al., 1999), which in general can help employees boost self-confidence and
resilience. Supervisors could try to build better relationships with more subordinates and
provide more guidance to those in low-quality relationships to maintain their positive self-
concept; for instance, supervisors could keep in regular contact with their employees and
show interest in them, which has been demonstrated to be effective in improving relationship
quality (Maslyn & Uhl-Bien, 2001).

However, based on Studies 2 and 3, the moderating effects of LMX also suggest that a
good relationship cannot offset the adverse emotions elicited by negative feedback. Rather,
having a good relationship may even backfire by eliciting stronger feelings of shame and
frustration. Supervisors thus need to be particularly cautious when delivering negative
feedback to employees with whom they have a good relationship. Those employees are likely
to be more valuable and also more sensitive to supervisor evaluations, and thus harmed more
by negative feedback. In this situation, interventions as listed above such as displaying

interactive empathy, the use of appreciative inquiries, and the establishment of learning goals
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are particularly important for managers as they can be used to facilitate positive emotions and
increase the effectiveness of negative feedback (O’Malley & Gregory, 2011).
4. Limitations and directions for future research

Several limitations common to the three studies need to be considered in the light of the
current findings. The first limitation concerns the generalizability of the results. The results of
these studies and the implications developed from them may subject to certain boundaries.
For example, with the exception of part of the first study, these empirical studies were all
conducted in China. Although the data in Study 1 were collected both in the USA and in
China, the research focus did not take account of specific cultural factors in the testing of the
model. The rationale behind the theories and arguments in this thesis are not restricted to
particular cultural contexts, however there are clearly still opportunities for in-depth cross-
cultural testing between countries. In contrast to employees in Western cultures, Chinese
employees may be more influenced by supervisors due to differences in authority and social
position between supervisors and employees (Farh, Hackett, & Liang, 2007; Kirkman, Chen,
Farh, Chen, & Lowe, 2009). Another aspect that could impact on the generalizability of the
findings is that the data in this thesis were obtained from a variety of different industries
(Study 1: the nursing sector; Study 2: the financial sector; Study 3: the manufacturing sector).
The characteristics of the sample should be taken into consideration when it comes to the
generalization of the current results.

Another limitation is that the research design of the three studies did not allow us to
examine the causality of the hypothesized relationships, although we applied a temporal
design in all three papers. In Study 1, the predictor, mediators, and outcome were collected in
three waves with two-week intervals between them. In Study 2, all variables except
performance outcome were collected simultaneously in daily surveys. In Study 3, the

predictor and mediators were collected at Time 1, and the outcomes were collected at Time 2,
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with a two-month interval between the two. Consequently causality among the various
variables must be interpreted with caution, and also leads to potential concerns about reverse
causality. Although we hypothesized the relationships based on a certain theoretical logic,
other inferences could be made regarding the direction of causality. In particular, as feedback
is provided on an ongoing basis (Anseel, Beatty, Shen, Lievens, & Sackett, 2015), the
relationship between negative feedback and employee behavior may be cyclical. Studies with
a longitudinal research design and cross-lagged modeling are required before drawing more
definitive conclusions.

Furthermore, all three studies relied on self-reported measures, which can induce
common method bias that may influence the observed relationship between measures
(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). We invited employees to report their own
behavioral outcomes, such as in-role and extra-role performance, which may have induced a
response bias. At the same time, however, we undertook several procedures to minimize
potential common method bias. For example, we separated variables temporally, and used
clear and easy scale instructions (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012). Nonetheless,
to enhance the probability of accurate responses, future research could use multi-source
rating, such as collecting performance data from supervisors or colleagues to provide
additional evidence for the relationships.

There are several important directions that researchers may consider to further advance
the literature on feedback. First, this research program investigated negative feedback both at
an individual level and at a daily level. Indeed, most studies on feedback are still conducted
at individual level. However, although such studies offer valuable insights into how to avoid
obstacles in order to promote individual performance, they fail to take modern forms of
working into account. Nowadays, work is often carried out in teams (Ilgen, Hollenbeck,

Johnson, & Jundt, 2005), which raises the question of how negative feedback influences team
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performance. In contrast to work at an individual level, teamwork requires cooperation and
interaction among team members, making team processes complicated. Although there have
been studies investigating feedback at the team level (e.g., DeShon, Kozlowski, Schmidt,
Milner, & Wiechmann, 2004; Hoever, Zhou, & van Knippenberg, 2018), the effect of
informal supervisor negative feedback on team processes and performance are not well
understood. Future research may benefit from extending negative feedback research to
incorporate team and higher levels into consideration.

Second, we focused on employees’ immediate supervisor as the source of negative
feedback in this research program, while in fact employees can receive feedback from
various sources (Steelman et al., 2004). Nowadays, flat organizational structures and team-
based work increase the frequency of interaction with coworkers. There is accumulating
evidence about how coworkers exert influence on focal employees’ work experiences
(Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008). Although some research has already explored coworker
feedback (e.g., Eva, Meacham, Newman, Schwarz, & Tham, 2019; Whitaker, Dahling, &
Levy, 2007), our theoretical understanding of the influence of coworker negative feedback is
far from complete, and so there are opportunities for future research to demonstrate the effect
of coworker negative feedback, especially any unique effects it may have that are distinct
from those of supervisor feedback. Given the critical roles that supervisors and coworkers fill
within an organizational context, the characteristics of both and interactions with each of
these may significantly influence employees’ thoughts and feelings of feedback. Thus, future
research should examine the joint roles of supervisor and coworkers in shaping employees’
responses towards negative feedback.

Last but not least, the focus on negative feedback in this thesis does not intend to imply
that positive feedback is unimportant. Positive feedback lets employees know they are doing

the right thing, and this can facilitate the maintenance of effective action. Compared to
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negative feedback, positive feedback is more motivational and flows more freely within
organizations, since individuals are naturally receptive to positive evaluations and inclined to
tell others good news (Audia & Locke, 2003). However, as pointed out by Kluger and DeNisi
(1996), positive feedback can also lose its effect after individuals are repeatedly exposed to it.
Future research thus may also consider the perspective of dysfunctional positive feedback
and delineate such feedback in a more nuanced view.

5. Overall conclusion

This research program aimed to answer the question: “How and when does negative
feedback influence employees’ work attitudes and behaviors?”” Drawing from the cognitive-
affective processing system framework, the research builds on the literature on negative
feedback in three important ways. First, the present research explained feedback motive
attribution as a cognitive mechanism that determines the influence of supervisor negative
feedback on an employee’s motivation to learn. Second, the research examined the process
by which negative feedback differentially impacts well-being and performance through
shame as an affective mechanism. Third, the research highlighted the conjoint mechanisms of
OBSE and frustration in determining different types of behavioral responses towards negative
feedback. Employees’ CSE and leader-member exchange were investigated as the boundary
conditions of these processes.

In attaining these major aims, this research program has made theoretical and practical
contributions. The findings generally suggest that negative feedback works as a double-edged
sword which has both bright and dark-side effects, depending on the underlying processes,
the outcomes being considered, and the boundary conditions. Therefore, rather than merely a
conundrum, negative feedback can be effectively used for beneficial outcomes. It is hoped
the findings of this research will inform feedback theory and practice to assist supervisors to

better deliver negative feedback and employees to better benefit from negative feedback.
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Appendix A. Measures for Study 1
A. Supervisor Feedback (Steelman et al., 2004)
Please indicate how often do your supervisor ...(1 = never and 5 = always)
1. lets me know that I didn’t meet some deadlines
2. tells me that my work performance does not meet organizational standards.
3. lets me know that my job performance falls below what is expected.
4. tells me that I made a mistake at work.
5. praises my performance.
6. (I) receive praise from my supervisor.
7. lets me know that I did a good job at work.
8. (I) receive positive feedback from my supervisor.

B. Feedback Motive Attribution (Hempel, 2008)

Above you have answered the questions of supervisor feedback. To what extent, do you
agree that the following may be the reason for or cause of your supervisor’s negative
feedback towards you? (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree)

1. Help company improve productivity

2. Company faces pressure from competitors

3. To pass on information about my performance from other sources (i.e., clients or
customers)

4. Due to his/her emotions

5. To demonstrate his/her authority

6. Because he/she dislikes me

C. Core Self-Evaluation (Judge et al., 2003)

Below are several statements about yourself with which you may agree or disagree. Please
indicate the extent to which you agree with each statement. (1 = strongly disagree and 5 =
strongly agree)

. I am confident I get the success I deserve in life.

. Sometimes I feel depressed.

. When I try, I generally succeed.

. Sometimes when I fail I feel worthless.

. I complete tasks successfully.

. Sometimes, I do not feel in control of my work.

. Overall, I am satisfied with myself.

. I am filled with doubts about my competence.

. I determine what will happen in my life.

10. I do not feel in control of my success in my career.

11. I am capable of coping with most of my problems.

12. There are times when things look pretty bleak and hopeless to me.
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D. Engagement in Learning Activities (Bezuijen et al., 2010)
Below are several statements regarding your learning at work. Please indicate your level of
agreement with each statement. (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree)
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. I spend time following a course or educational program.

. I am working to extend my knowledge and skills.

. I perform learning tasks that are not part of my job.

. I spend time planning and realizing my career.

. I go to my supervisor to discuss how I can make progress.

. Within my job, I look for activities from which I can learn.
. I continually learn new skills for my job.

0O 1 N L AW —

E. Demographics
Please answer these last few questions about you.

Your age?
Your gender? Male (1) Female (2)

How long have you been working with your current supervisor?
Years Months

. Within my task responsibilities, I actively look for methods to improve my work.

Your education level? High school or less (1) Diploma (2) Undergraduate (3) Master (4)

Doctor (5)
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Appendix B. Measures for Study 2
Pre-survey
A. Leader-Member Exchange (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995)
This questionnaire contains items that ask you to describe your relationship with either your
supervisor or one of your subordinates. For each of the items, indicate the degree to which
you think the item is true for you.
1. Do you know where you stand with your supervisor and do you usually know how
satisfied your supervisor is with what you do? (1= rarely to 6 = very often)
2. How well does your supervisor recognize your potential? (1 = not at all to 6 = fully)
3. How well does your supervisor understand your job problems and needs? (1= not a bit to 6
= a great deal)
4. Regardless of how much formal authority your supervisor has built into his or her position,
what are the chances that your supervisor would use his or her power to help you solve
problems in your work? (1 = none to 6= very high)
5. Again,regardless of the amount of formal authority your supervisor has, what are the
chances that he or she would “bail you out” at his or her expense? (1= none to 6 = very high)
6. I have enough confidence in my supervisor that I would defend and justify his/her decision
if he/she were not present to do so. (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree)
7. How would you characterize your working relationship with your supervisor? (1=
extremely ineffective to 6= extremely effective).

B. Demographics
Your age?

Your gender? Male (1) Female (2)

How long have you been working with your current supervisor?
Years Months

Morning survey
PANAS (Thompson, 2007)

To what extent do you feel right now: (1 = not at all to 6 = very much)
1. Upset

. Hostile

. Alert

. Ashamed

. Inspired

. Nervous

. Determined
. Attentive

. Afraid

10. Active

O 00 1 N L A W N

Afternoon survey
A. Supervisor Feedback (Steelman et al., 2004)
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Please indicate how often ...(1 = never to 6 = very much)

1.
2.

03N LN kW

B.

Today, my supervisor told me that I didn’t meet some deadlines.
Today, my supervisor told me that my work performance does not meet organizational
standards.

. Today, my supervisor told me that my job performance falls below what is expected.
. Today, my supervisor told me that I made a mistake at work.

. Today, my supervisor praised my performance.

. Today, I received praise from my supervisor.

. Today, my supervisor told me that I did a good job at work.

. Today, I received positive feedback from my supervisor.

Shame

To what extent do you feel shame during today’s work? (1 = not at all to 6 = very much)

C. Emotional Exhaustion (Koopman et al., 2016)

1. I feel emotionally drained from my work right now.

2. I feel frustrated by my job right now.

3. I feel that I'm working too hard on my job right now.

4.1 feel burned out from my work right now.

5. I feel that working with people directly put too much stress on me right now.

D. In-Role and Extra-Role Performance (Schreurs et al., 2012)
Please indicate how well each of the following statements describes your behavior at work
today. (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree).

1. Today, I performed well in my job by carrying out tasks as expected.
2. Today, I fulfilled all the requirements for my job.

3. Today, I achieved the objectives of my job.

4. Today, I voluntarily did more than was required of me.

5. Today, I helped my colleagues when they had too much work to do.

6. Today, I willingly attended functions not required by the organization.
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Appendix C. Measures for Study 3
A. Supervisor Feedback (Steelman et al., 2004)
Please indicate how often do your supervisor ...(1 = never and 6 = always)
1. lets me know that I didn’t meet some deadlines
2. tells me that my work performance does not meet organizational standards.
3. lets me know that my job performance falls below what is expected.
4. tells me that I made a mistake at work.
5. praises my performance.
6. (I) receive praise from my supervisor.
7. lets me know that I did a good job at work.
8. (I) receive positive feedback from my supervisor.

B. Leader-Member Exchange (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995)

This questionnaire contains items that ask you to describe your relationship with either your
supervisor or one of your subordinates. For each of the items, indicate the degree to which
you think the item is true for you.

1. Do you know where you stand with your supervisor and do you usually know how
satisfied your supervisor is with what you do? (1= rarely to 6 = very often)

2. How well does your supervisor recognize your potential? (1 = not at all to 6 = fully)

3. How well does your supervisor understand your job problems and needs? (1= not a bit to 6
= a great deal)

4. Regardless of how much formal authority your supervisor has built into his or her position,
what are the chances that your supervisor would use his or her power to help you solve
problems in your work? (1 = none to 6= very high)

5. Again,regardless of the amount of formal authority your supervisor has, what are the
chances that he or she would “bail you out” at his or her expense? (1= none to 6 = very high)
6. I have enough confidence in my supervisor that I would defend and justify his/her decision
if he/she were not present to do so. (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree)

7. How would you characterize your working relationship with your supervisor? (1=
extremely ineffective to 6= extremely effective).

C. Organization-Based Self-Esteem (Pierce et al., 1989)
Please indicate how well each of the following statements describes your feelings at work. (1
= strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree).

1. I count around here.

. I am taken seriously.

. I am important.

. I am trusted.

. I 'am valuable.

. I am helpful.

. I am efficient.

. I am cooperative.

0O 1 N L A W DN

D. Frustration (Peters et al., 1980)
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Please indicate how well each of the following statements describes your feelings at work. (1
= strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree).
1. Trying to get this job done was a very frustrating experience

E. Feedback-Seeking Behavior (Ashford, 1986)

This next set of items is intended to evaluate how you receive information about your
performance. Please use the scale below to indicate how frequently you .... (1 = very
infrequently to 6 = very frequently)

1. Seek information from your co-workers about your work performance?

2. Observe what performance behaviors your supervisor rewards and use this as feedback on
your own performance?

3. Pay attention to how your supervisor acts toward you in order to understand how he/she
perceives and evaluates your work?

4. Seek feedback from your supervisor about your work performance?

5. Compare yourself with peers in your organization (i.e., persons at your level within the
organization)?

6. Seek feedback from your supervisor about potential for advancement in your organization?
7. Observe the characteristics of people who are rewarded by your supervisor and use this
information?

F. Feedback-Avoiding Behavior (Moss et al., 2003)

Please visualize yourself in a situation at work in which you have not performed as well as
you would have liked. Perhaps you miss a deadline or the quality of your work is not up to
par. What would you do in this case? Assume you are working for your current supervisor
and keep this scenario in mind as you answer the following questions. (1 = very unlikely and
6 = very likely).

1. I would try to schedule outside appointments to avoid my supervisor.

2. I would go the other way when I saw my supervisor coming.

3. I would pretend to be sick and stay home in order to avoid negative feedback from my
boss.

4. I would hide from my supervisor.

5. I would take one or more of my vacation/sick days in order to avoid any interaction with
my Supervisor.

6. I would try to avoid eye contact with my supervisor so that s/he didn't start a conversation
with me about my performance.

G. Demographics

Please answer these last few questions about you.

Your age?

Your gender? Male (1) Female (2)

How long have you been working with your current supervisor?  Years _ Months
Your education level? High school or less (1) Diploma (2) Undergraduate (3) Master (4)
Doctor (5)
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