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Rapid Evidence Assessments 
(REAs) use a specific research 
methodology to comprehensively 
identify the most relevant studies 
on a given topic, and select 
appropriate studies based on explicit 
criteria. In addition, two independent 
reviewers assess the methodological 
quality of the studies. In contrast to a 
conventional literature review, REAs are 
transparent, verifiable, and reproducible, 
and as a result, the likelihood of bias is 
considerably smaller.

Novartis, a global pharmaceutical company 
commissioned the Center for Evidence Based 
Management (CEBMa) to undertake a Rapid Evidence 
Assessment (REA) to understand what is known in 
scientific literature about the link between culture and 
performance. Specifically, this REA was conducted 
to help Novartis replace their current performance 
appraisal practices with a performance management 
system based on whether the following three 

hypotheses of worker performance were supported by 
scientific evidence:

1.	 When employees know that their contribution 
matters, their performance will increase

2.	 When employees receive frequent and quality 
feedback, their performance will increase

3.	 When employees are recognised and rewarded 
for their contributions, their performance will 
increase.

This REA assesses research literature about the link 
between an employee’s or team’s performance and 
receiving feedback. In answering the three hypotheses 
above, the REA also considers the following questions:

1.	 What is feedback?

2.	 What is the assumed logic model – how is it 
supposed to enhance performance?

3.	 What is the overall effect of feedback on 
workplace performance?

4.	 What is known about the positive or negative 
effects of possible moderators or mediators?

What is a Rapid 
Evidence 
Assessment 
(REA)?

Background

What this REA assesses
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The assumed logic model is based on two theories:

»» Social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954)

»» Feedback intervention theory (Kluger &  
Denisi, 1996).

Social comparison theory suggests that people 
compare themselves to others to make judgements 
on their individual performance. They are concerned 
with not only their own performance, but also how 
they compare to their peers. This theory also notes that 
individuals are likely to have a strong desire to improve 
their own performance when faced with unfavourable 
comparative information from their peers.

Feedback intervention theory suggests that when 
individuals are given feedback that varies from what 
they believed they achieved; individuals are strongly 
motivated to get a higher level of performance. The 
practice of performance feedback, therefore, assumes 
that informing an employee about discrepancies 
between what they achieved and what the organisation 
expected – implying that what they achieved was less 
than other colleagues – will motivate the employee to 
get a higher level of performance in future.

A couple of findings were discovered in answering this question:

»» There is strong evidence that feedback can have a large effect 
on people’s learning and performance. For example, the seminal 
work of John Hattie that is based on a review of 23 meta-
analyses demonstrates large effect sizes (d=.73) In the realm of 
management, this finding is confirmed by the meta-analysis 
by Kluger and Denisi (1996). This meta-analysis included 131 
controlled studies and was based on 12,652 participants 
with an average effect size of d=.41. 

»» The effect sizes reported show considerable variability, 
indicating that the effect of feedback is contingent 
upon various moderating factors Several researchers 
found that feedback may not always be effective. With 
some studies showing that feedback interventions 
have highly variable effects on performance – in some 
situations feedback improves performance, whilst in 
other it has no effect or may even harm it (Kluger & 
Denisi, 1996; Smither et al., 2005).

What is the assumed logic model – how 
is it supposed to enhance performance?

What is the overall effect of feedback 
on workplace performance?

2.

3.

In general terms ‘feedback’ is defined as information 
about a person’s performance which is used as a basis 
for improvement. In the domain of management, 
feedback is referred to as ‘feedback intervention’ 

or ‘performance feedback’ and is often defined as 
‘actions taken by (an) external agent(s) to provide 
information regarding some aspect(s) of one’s task 
performance.’ (Kluger & Denisi, 1996).

Main findings
What is feedback?1.
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Several findings were discovered in answering  
this question:

»» Reactions to feedback, rather than the 
feedback itself, influence performance.  
While the research found that although 
feedback generally improves performance, 
in more than one-third of studies, feedback 
lowered performance. People have several 
behavioural options when confronted with a 
discrepancy in what they wish to achieve, and 
the actual performance feedback received. They 
can choose to accept the feedback and put in 
more effort to improve their performance, but 
they can also reject the feedback, feel angry 
or disappointed and shift their attention away 
from their tasks. The last option is likely when 
the feedback threatens a worker’s self-esteem 
(Kluger & Denisi, 1996). Further, employees 
who express positive emotions directly after 
receiving feedback show higher performance 
ratings, but those who express negative 
emotions show lower performance ratings 
(Smither et al., 2005).

»» Personality variables moderate an individual’s 
reaction to feedback and they impact 
reactions to feedback which likely determine 
the extent to which they will use it to improve 
performance. Some variables that impact 
feedback include: self-esteem and locus of 
control; tendency for cognitive interference; 
competitiveness; altruism, and: openness to 
feedback.

»» The effect of feedback is moderated by 
task type. A randomised, controlled study 
that noted promotion tasks (tasks requiring 
creativity) and prevention tasks (tasks requiring 
vigilance and attention to detail) revealed that 
positive feedback on promotion tasks increased 
motivation and actual performance for people 
working on those tasks, whereas positive 
feedback on prevention tasks, decreased 
motivation and performance for people working 
on those tasks (Van Dijk, 2011). 

»» The effect of feedback is moderated by 
the type of goal. Several research studies 

show that goal setting has a positive effect 
on performance when combined with 
performance feedback or progress reporting, 
especially when the outcomes are reported or 
made public (Harkin, 2016). However, the reverse 
is also true: the effect of feedback is influenced 
by the type of goal. Feedback is more effective 
when goals are clear, specific and challenging 
(but realistic as what the workers can cope 
with).  In addition, when employees need to 
acquire knowledge or skills in order to perform 
a task, or when the task involved is complex, 
then learning goals tend to have a more positive 
effect on performance than outcome goals 
(Winters & Latham, 1996; Brown & Latham, 2002; 
Latham & Brown, 2006; Porter & Latham, 2013). 
Consequently, in those situations, feedback 
should focus on the learning process rather 
than the performance outcome.

»» The perceived fairness of the feedback has 
a medium to large moderating effect on 
performance. A fair process is a pre-requisite 
for the effectiveness of performance feedback. 
This reflects ‘the perceived fairness of decision-
making processes and the degree to which they 
are consistent, accurate, unbiased, and open to 
voice and input’ (Colquitt et al., 2013).

»» Feedback which provides detailed 
information leads to a higher improvement 
in performance. Feedback that provides 
elaborate, detailed and specific information 
leads to a higher improvement in performance 
(Raemdonck, 2013; Casas-Arke, 2017). Therefore, 
task-related feedback is more effective than 
general feedback (Johnson, 2015).

What is known about the 
positive or negative effect 
of possible moderators or 
mediators?

4.
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The evidence concludes that performance feedback can have 
large positive effects on work performance, but the effects are 
highly dependant upon a wide range of moderating factors, 
many of which can be managed by effective feedback processes.

You can access more information in the Rapid Evidence 
Assessment (REA) – The Effect of Feedback on Workplace 
Performance, a summary of research literature, July 2019. 

Conclusion

More information

»» The effect of feedback, particularly negative 
feedback, is moderated by the feedback 
source. Employees are more motivated to rely 
on negative feedback when the supervisor’s 
credibility is high (Steelman & Rutkowski, 2004).

»» Negative feedback adversely affects perceived 
fairness, whereas feedback that focuses only 
on positive aspects has a medium positive 
effect on both perceived fairness and overall 
job performance. Feedback is more effective 
when it provides information on correct rather 
than incorrect responses (Hattie, 2009).

»» Feedback is less effective when it is perceived 
as threatening one’s self esteem. This finding 
confirms a large number of research studies 
in the domain of education where low threat 
conditions allow students to pay better attention 
to and follow up on feedback (Hattie, 2009).

»» In general, managers overestimate how 
accurately their feedback is perceived by their 
employees, especially when the feedback is 
negative.

»» Employees’ reactions to feedback are 
influenced by the language managers 
use in their explanations. For example, 
when performance is low, the high use of 
causal language (eg “your performance is 
under average because …”) leads to a greater 
improvement in subsequent performance, 
compared to low use of causal language.

»» Additional and more frequent feedback 
does not always help improve performance. 
Research revealed that employees achieve the 
best results when they receive detailed but 
more intermittent (monthly) feedback (Casas-
Arke, 2017).
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