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The Role of Feedback in the Creation
of Uscful Knowledge

ABSTRACT

Practical usefulness or relevance of the knowledge produced in academic
settings has become an issuce of growlng concern in recent years. We
argue that fcedback can be an important means of making academic
rescarch more relevant to practitioner needs. We propose a three-phase
feedback process model and have illustrated its applicability in an
academic setting by integrating usefulness concerns into the knowledge
creation process. Since the impact of feedback can be affected by the
institutional context, some key institutional factors influencing

uscflulness of academic research are noted.




INTRODUCTION

A theme of growing concern in recent years has been the seeming
lack of relevance or usefulness characterizing much of the research
produced ir academic settings (Thomas & Tymon, 1982). Generally, the
problem of relevance has been considered to be rooted in the guiding
philosophy of current scientific rescarch, Under the positivist assump-
tions that are the foundation of the natural science model of research,
theoretical refinements and methodological rigor have been continually
over-emphasized while the questions about real-word application have
been frequently ignored (Susman & Evered, 1978; Mitroff & Pondy, 1978).
More recently, efforts have been made to increase the usefulness of
scientific research by understanding and improving the knowledge utili-
zation process (Larsen, 1981; Kilman, 1979). However, neither the
"guiding philosophy” framework, nor the “knowledge utilization" frame-
work has addressed the issue of making research more useful by shaping
the process of its generation by the rescarcher.

Our intention here is to examine carefully how usefulness or
relevance can be integrated into the knowledge crcation process. More
specifically, we propose that feedback can be a valuable means of
helping researchers make their work more useful to practitioners.
Toward that end, we outline the characteristics of an effcc;ive feedback
process model based on the empirical research (see Appendix for a brief
description of this research), and discuss the implications of this
model for using feedback in academic research settings to produce useful
knowledge. Finally, we take note of certain institutional factors that
can serve as additjonal means of lfestering the creation of useful

know Tedye .




Defining Useful Knowledge

Before we can discuss the ways in which feedback can improve the
uscfulness of knowledge, it is necessary to define what constitutes
"useful" knowledge. Within the organizational sciences a recent opera-
tionalization of the "usefulness" concept by Thomas and Tymon (1982)
seems most promising. After examining the major criticisms of the
practical usefulness of academic research they propose five criteria for
assessing the uscfulness or relevance of theories or findings for
practitioners. These criteria are:

(1) Descriptive Relevance: "refers to the accuracy of resecarch
findings in capturing phenomena encountered by the practitioner in his
or her organizational setting" (p. 346). Academic research often
concentrates on internal validity, while igno' ing the issue of external
validity; it also tends to be over-simplified and wiappreciative of
plicnomena that are less immediately observable. Resecarch can be made
more televant if {t demonstrates better external validity and better
reflects the complexity and intricacies of organizational settings.

(2) Goal Relevance: "refers to the correspondence of outcome (or
dependent) variables in a theory to the things the practitioner wishes
to influence" (p. 347). 1f we note the basic/applied distinctinn, most
academic rescarchers have concentrated on basic rather than applied
problems.

(3) Operational Validity: "concerns the ability of the prac-
titioner to implement action implications of a theory by manipulating

its causal or independent variables" (p. 348). For research to be

relovant , variahles addiessed by (6 must he controllable by pract |-
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tioners. Moreover, these variables should represent concrete rather
than abstract factors that can be chauged or influenced in some way.

(4) Nou-obviousnest:  "rtefers to the degran to which o theory
meets ur exceeds the complexity ot "common sense' theory already used by
the practitioners” (p. 349). Academic concerns of demonstrating the
truth of hypotheses often lcad to oversimplified formulations that do
not offer fresh insights for practitioners. But to be useful, research
should offer improvement over models being currently relied upon by the
practitioner.

(5) Timeliness: "concerns the requirement that a theory be
available to practitioners in time to use it to deal with problems" (p.
349). Unlike scientists, practitioners cannot and will not wait for all
the facts to be in before decision making occurs. In addition, situ-
acional determinants and behaviors can change dramatically over time.

Using these tive dimensions as an operational definition of useful
knowledge the importance of feedback in creation of such knowledge can
now be discussed.

Feedback as a Strategy for Creating Useful Knowledge

An obvious implication of the above criteria is that researchers

must have a keen awareness of practitioner needs in order to produ:ze

useful knowledge. Thomas and Tymon (1982) themselves state that “the

dimensions of relevance presented here are concerned with the external
relationship between a study's findings and practitioners' nceds" (p.
350).

An iwmportant means of heightening vesearcher awareness of prac-

titfoner needs and strengthening the relat tonship between rosearch and

practice is feedback to researchers on the practical relevance of their




work. This feedback can come either directly from practitioners (or
other potential users such as clients or beneficiaries) or indirectly

from other researchers who have studicd practitioner needs. This is in

line with recommendations made by Thomas and Tymon who suggest two
complimentary strategies for making organizational science research more
useful:  "The first is Lo encourage studies that attempt to provide
information about these aspects of the practitioner's situation to other
researchers -- in Argyris' (1980) words, to inform the field of the f‘

'ecological context' within which the practitioner operates... The

sccond strategy is to involve practitioners in fecdback and review
processes” (p. 350, emphasis is ours).

From the above discussion iv follows that feedback can be a very

appropriate means of aiding the creation of uscful knowledge. Although
virtually no empirical studies are available at the present time to
demonstrate the validity of this assertion, many well-established
findings from the current literature on fecedback do provide support for
our assertion that feedback can be used advantageously in this context.
Feedback  provides information to individuals about their
peviormance. o this capnelty, {ts two baste tanctjons are of dirvecting
and motivating performance (Annett, 1969; llgen, Fisher & Taylor, 1979;
Nadler, 1979; O0'Reilly & Anderson, 1980; Lawler, 1976). In its
dircetive function, feedback keeps goal directed belhavior on course.
That is, it serves as an error detection device and thercfore as a
stimulus to begin problem identification and solution (Nadler, 1979).
Or, as Lawler (1976) observes, it gives the individual the information

that fn necded In order to correct bits or her behavior when it deviate,

trom the standard or desired behavior., In its motivational function,




toadback stimulatoas greater effort by thoe individual, and makes it

possible for the individual to exercisc self-control (Lawler, 1976).

Thus, for those researchers who are concerned about practical
relevance of their work (though there are many, particularly in academia
for whom this is not the highest priority (Kilman, 1979)) feedback can
serve to guide their work closer to user needs and also enhance their
motivation and sense of self-control. This last point is noteworthy for
autonomy s always highly prized by professionals (Von Glinow, 1982) and
even more so by academicians.  Academicians need to know that they
themselves retain control over their actions and their sense of pro-
fessional freedom is not compromised.

In the following section we present a process model of feedback and
discuss the factors that determine the effectiveness of this feedback
')I'()(Z(‘SS.

EFFECTIVE FEEDBACK: A THREL-PHASE PROCESS MODEL

Effectiveness of fecdback has usually been assessed and
demonstrated in terms of the outcomes resulting from the way it is
utilized by the recinient. Typical outcomes are increased recipient
motivation, altered recipient actions, or tangible gains in the
recipient's output. However, the impact of fecdback occurs through a
complex information exchange process where a source communicates a
message to a recipient about his/her performance or task related
attitudes and behaviors, which in turn leads to certain outcomes. Thus,
if we wish to understand the effectiveness characteristics of feedback
as a process, then we must concern ourselves not merely with a post
facto evaluation of {ts outcomes, bt also with factors that determine

the likelihood that any impact, and therefore outcome, will occur.
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The criteria that govern the likelihood of feedback having some
impact fall into two broad categories: Acceptability of feedback for
the recipient, and Usability of the feedback for the recipient. Accept-
ability concerns factors which influence the recipient to pay attention
to the feedback and regard it as a basis for future action. Usability
deals with factors that make it casier or more difficult for the
recipient to use the feedback or act in response to it (assuming the
recipient has previously accepted the feedback). Once acceptability and
usability factors have bcen taken into account we can then analyze the
outcomes of the feedback for their desirability. Thus, in practice,
clfoct lveness of feedback s a broader quostion encompassing the sccept-
ability, usability and outcomes of feedback.

Based on the above, it may be helpful to consider the effectiveness
of feedback as a three-phase process or impact. The first phase, which
follows the feedback event most immediately, is the Acceptance phase.
Hoere, tho recipient arrives at a basic judgment to either accept or
reject the feedback information. This acceptance or rejection is
greatly influenced by certain characteristics of the source, of the
recipient himself/herself, and of the fecedback message. If the feedback
is accepted by the recipient, then the next phase involves deciding on a
plan of action, or Actfon Planning, in response to the feedback. During
this second phase, nsability of fecdback is of primary concern. The
final phase is of feedback Utilization where consequences or outcomes of
the feedback take shape according to the way feedback information is

utilized by the recipient. This basic model depicting the three phases

!n




of the feedback process is shown in Figure 1. The central issues in

cach of the three phases above will be identified and discussed in
detail now.
Acceptance Phase of the Feedback Process

Ilgen et al. (1979) suggest that "Acceptance refers to the reci-
pient's belief that the feedback is an accurate portrayal of his per-
formance. Whether or not this belief is correct is inconsequential to

' (p. 356). To the extent this definition relies solely on

acceptance’
the recipient's belief regarding accuracy of feedback, it appears to be
too narrow. In the model proposed here, acceptance signifies the

recipient’s inclination to pay attention Lo the particular task-related
behavior. As previously mentioned, ncceptance of feedback s greatly
fnfluenced by characteristics of the source, of the recipient, and of

the feedback message.

Characteristics of the Source. Sources of feedback can be clas-

sified into three categories: Interpersonal, Task, and Self. In-
terpersonal sources are other individuals who have observed the re-
cipient's porformance and are in a position to evaluate it. This source
catepory neludes supervisors, co-workers, subordinates, and othoers such
as clients or professional colleagues who may not be actually members of
the recipient's organization. Task can be a source of feedback as it
reaches a certain stage of completion or moves in certain directions.
Finally, individuals may be able to judge their own performance and
therefore serve as their own sonrvee of feedback., In the present

discussion we deal only with Interpersonal sources of feedback as they
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ultimately influcnce the knowledge creation process. Current research

findings suggest credibility and power as the two most significant
characteristics of interpersonal sources.

(1) Source Credibility. Ilgen et. al (1979) have viewed cre-
dibility ot source as a major factor influencing acceptance of the
teedback and have identificd two basic determinants of it: expertise
and trustworthiness of the source. These authors suggest that expertise
should include familiarity with the task itself as well as the
recipient's task performance. As for trustworthiness, credibility of a
source will be highor if the recipient finds the source non-threatening
and has trust in the source's motives. O0'Reilly and Anderson (1980)
have also emphasized the importance of trust in the feedback process.
Giffin (1967) identified expertise and intentions toward the listener
(what we have called trust) along with reljability, dynamism (boldness,
energy) and personal attractiveness as dimensions of source credibility
in the communication process. In our study (see Appendix) sources of
useful feedback are charactecized as knowledgeable, well-informed,
respected, etc. -- suggesting the expertise qualities. Sources are also
seen  as  concerncd  or well-meaning, understanding, honest, open,
self-possessed, non-condescending, ete.-=suggesting the trustworthiness
dimension.

Source credibility may be influenced by two additional factors:
interdependence between the source and the recipient, and proximity of
the source to the recipient. Source-recipient interdependence suggests
that the performance of ecither may affect the performance of and/or
valued outcomes for tine other, whereas usually the recipient only is

dependent on the sonrce.  llgen, Mitchell, and Fredrickson (1981) have




found that the supervisors whose own rewards are partially dependent
upon the level of performance of their subordinates will respond in a
more positive and helpful manner toward their subordinates when they
fail to perform as well as the supcrvisor would like. Thus, if sources
in interdependent situations are more likely te show helping and
facilitating behaviors, then their own credibility and consequently the
acceptability of the feedback provided by them, is likely to be higher.
Source-recipient proximity can be physical, but of greater
relevance is the psychological proximity, or "psychological closeness”
as discussed by Greller and Herold (1975). Their findirgs indicate a
greater reliance on intrinsic sources -- those psychologically "closer”
to the Individual -- than on more external sources for feedback in-
formation. However, these authors also point out that "distance" may
moderate the reliance on various 'sccondary" sources (such as co-
workers) but not the reliance on a "primary"” source like the supervisor.
(2) Source Power. In addition to credibility, a basic source
characteristic is power. Power based upon expertise is indirectly
implied in the discussion of source credibility; however, power also
derives from the actual or assumed authority to administer rewards and
punishments. Such power can be unrclated to a source's credibility,
i.e., expertise and trustworthiness. Ilgen et al. (1979) observe that
"theoretically power is independent of credibility, although we should
hope that in many settings they co-vary" (p. 351). These authors also
suggest that "other things being equal, the higher the power of the
source, the more likely the recipient is to attempt to respond in line

with teedback” (po 35010 Kerr and Slocom (1981) also note that teedback
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will have easier acceptance if the recipient perceives the source as a

controller of important rewards and sanctions.

To summarize, feedback acceptance is influenced to a considerable
degree by credibility and power of the source. The existing literature
defines credibility largely in terms of expertise (including power
derived from expertise) and trustworthiness of the source. Some of
these studies suggest consideration of source-recipient interdependence
and psychological proximity as additional factors contributing to source
credibility. Finally, power stemming from the source's control of
rewards and sanctions may also significantly influence the acceptance of
foedback.

Characteristics of the Recipient. Acceptance of feedback is

governed not only by characteristics of the source, but by the
recipient's own characteristics as well. The most relevant categories
of recipient characteristics have been found to be recipient capability
to respond, and individual differences.

(1) Capability to Respoud. A recipient is more likely to accept
fecdback if (s)he finds it possible to respond to the demands of the
feedback. If, hcwever, the feedback recommends actions which the
recipient does not believe himself or herself capable of taking, or
requires skills which the individual neither possesses nor can hope to
acquire casily, then it is unlikely that the feedback will be accepted
readily.  Expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964) makes it clear that beliefs
about response capabilities are prerequisites to expenditure of effort
in a performance situation. 0On this basis llgen et al. (1979) have
arpued that o ovecipient's boliof in the effort-pertformmnce relationship

should influence his or her desive to respond to the feedback. Heider
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(1958) has observed that ability and willingness to perform are not
independent of one another; one's ability to perform a task often
increases  one's desire to do so. tn our study (see Appendix) some of
the rvespondents commented that usctul teedback dealt with matters over
which they had some degree of control.

(2) Individual Differences. Differe;t p~rsonality types have
different needs and cxpectations in the performance context, and hence
they would differ in their reactions to any given feedback. Personality
variables that bave uxually beon studied in work settings include locus
ol control, solt-esteem, and need for achievement (n Ach). On the basis
of Rotter's (1966) rescarch on Internal-External locus of control,
Baron, Cowan, and Ganz (1974) found that internals responded more to
feedback from the task itself while externals responded more to feedback
from others. Weiss (1977) examined the influence of self-esteem in sub-
ordinates' vlendency to model their own behavior after the behavior of
their supervisors. He found that subordinates with high self-esteem
modelad the behavior of their supervisors less, which suggests that
individuals with high self-esteem might be less receptive to feedback
from others. Individuals high on n Ach characteristically have a strong
desire to know how well they are doing, and hence they are likely to be
more attentive to fcedback. Since our focus here is on interpersonal
(external) feedback, individuals with an external locus of control or
high need for achievement might be expected to have a greater acceptance
of this type of feedback, whercas those with high sclf-estcem might be
expected Lo have a tower aceeptance for it,

Characteristion ot the Feedhack Message.  Characteristics of the

fecdback message can be discussed more meaningfully under the Action
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Planning phase of the model proposed here. However, some message
characteristics are more pertinent to feedback acceptance. For a better
understanding of the role of the feedback message in the overall process
model, & distinction between the content and context aspects of feedback
is necessary. Content refers to specific qualities of the message that
is communicated by the source to the recipient. Context refers to the
conditions under which the message is communicated. Content and context
of feedback can make it critical for the recipient and hence increase
the likelihood of iLs acceptance.

(1) Content Criticality. Acceptance of a message will be higher
if it is viewed by the recipient as important. I[f the feedback is
largely trivial with no material consequence, it is unlikely that the
recipient will consider it seriously for future action. Respondent
comments  in our study supported this reasoning about importance or
relevance of the fecdback message. Another factor that influences
criticality, and therefore acceptance, of feedback on the basis of its
content is information value of the message. If the recipient is to
take some specific action in response to the feedback, the information
provided by the feedback should be more extensive than the information
the individual currently possess. Annett (1969) suggests that if the
feedback is to augment the recipient's desire to respond, its informa-
tional content shonld not be redundant with information already known by
the individoal. Nadler et al. (1976) also state that an effective
feedback system should increase information available to employees. We
should note here that the recipient's own expertise and/or experience
with respect to the task on hand can also determine the information

vitlue of teodback.
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(2) Context Criticality. Apart from the content of the feedback,
criticality and, therefore, acceptance, can be influenced by the
contextual conditions in which feedback occurs. If other opportunities
for fecdback--trom the same or different sources--are cousidered rare,
the feedback may be more acceptable. Similarly, if other sources of
fecidback are not available, the offered feedback might be judged as more
critical and be accepted more readily.

Action Planning Phase of the Feedback Process

Once feedback has been accepted by the recipient, the next step is
to decide upon a specific plan of action in response to the feedback.
In this phase of the feedback process the key issue is usability of the
feedback for the recipient, which determines the likelihood as well as
promptness of his/her response.

Usability of the Feedback. As mentioned, usability refers to the
factors that make it easicr or more difficult for a recipient to use the
feedback or act in response to it. From the available literature and
our preliminary data four factors ecmerge as the key determinants of
feedback usability: validity, specificity, consistency, and timeliness
ot Adeedback intormation. Validity and specificity characterize the
content of the feedback. Consistency and timeliness pertain to the
context of the feedback.

(1) Validity of the Feedback. Feedback about the recipient's
actions or bchaviors will be perceived as valid if the actions or
behaviors referred to are considered relevant to task performance.
Similarly, (eedback avout performance outcomes will be judged valid if
it velates to lepitimate pertoymance crviteria. Feodbaek, even il

nntavorable or critical, can be seen as a proper basis for guiding
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future action to the extent it is perceived to be valid, accurate and
realistic.

(2) Speciticity of the Feedback. As Ilgen et. al (1979) have
observed, feedback that is specific and detailed allows for setting
specific goals; specific goals have cousistently been tound superior to
general goals for bringing about improvement in performance. Kerr and
Slocum (1981) also support this position.

(3) Consistency of the Fecdback. There is considerable support in
the literature for the importance of consistency of feedback (Ilgen et
al., 1979; Kerr & Slocum, 1981). Cousistency of feedback means that
feedback from different sources, or from the same source at different
points of time, has a coherent pattern with non-contradictory
action-implications. It is difficult for a recipient to meaningfully
use inconsistent or contradictory feedback information.

(4) Timeliness of the Feedback. Timeliness has two distinct
meanings. I1f the purpose of the feedback is to bring about corrective
action, the feedback should be given while it is still possible to
correct the error. If however, the purpose of the feedback is to
reinforce a desired behavior, or discourage an undesired behavior, the
fecdback should be given while the behavior is still salient for the
vecipient. Tlgen et al. (1979), Kerr Slocum (1981), Nadler, Mirvis and
Commann (1976), and Nadler (1977) have all emphasized the importance of
the timeliness element,

To summarize, we find that feedback will be more usable in the
Action Planning phase if it is perceived to be valid, specific, has a

vonsdistent pattern, and is received inoa timely manner,
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Utilization Phase of the Feedback Process

1f feedback has been found acceptable and usable by the recipient
then (s)he is likely to utilize the fecdback information to make appro-
priate changes in his/her performance. The spheres within which changes
occur and the extent of these changes are the outcomes of the feedback
process.  These outcomes serve as the final criteria of feedback
cf{ectiveness.

.

Qutcomes of the Feedback. Changes in task performance, i.e.,

quantity and/or quality of tangible output, constitute the outcomes of
feedback that have been receiving maximum attention from researchers and
practitioners alike. We may refer to such outcomes as the output or
performance outcomes of feedback. Strong empirical support is available
for the claim that feedback can improve performance outcomes (c.f.
O0'Reilly & Anderson, 1980; Erecz, 1977; Scligman & Darley, 1977; Becker,
1978).

There are other important arcas too in which feedback leads to
do.sirable changes. These changes contribute directly or indirectly to
the recipient's tangible output or performance, and therefore, may be
referred to as instrumental outcomes. Four key instrumental outcomes or
funcetions of f(ecdback are: direction, motivation, decvelopment, and
climate-shaping. These outcomes arce discussed in some detail below.

(1) Direction. In its directive or cue functijion, feedback can
bring about error correction, role clarification and goal adjustment
(Annett, 1969; Tlgen et al., 1979; Nadler, 1979). For example, feedback
may point out an error in the design of a piece of equipment, and may
call for components of different specitications to be used. Similarly,

teedback may direct behavior by claritying roles for organizational

ey
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incumbents and offering prescriptions for future action. In addition,
feedback may direct attention to adjusting goals subject to new
constraints.

(2) Motiviation. Miuch has been written about motivation stemming
trom tecdbhack in organizational sottings (Locke, Cartledyge & Koeppel,
1968; Annette, 1969; Nadler, 1977; llgen et al., 1979; Kerr & Slocum,
1981). Similarly, effort has been studied within the expectancy frame-
work (Vroom, 1964). Fecdback aids intrinsic motivation by enabling a
recipient to judge his or her performance and feel a sense of competence
on this basis (Hackman & Oldham, 1976).

(3) Development. Feedback can be instrumental in bringing about
new learning or new sclf-awareness to the recipient. This function as
well as the climate-shaping function has thus far received inadequate
research attention. Resecarch on the learning function however (c.f.
Annett, 1969; Nadler, 1979) covers many issues that are relevant to the
development function.

(4) Climate-shaping. Feedback can lead to a high-trust environ-
ment by contributing to increased mntual respect between the recipient
and the feedback sources. Direct empirical support for this claim is
not available at the present time, however the extensive literature on
the feedback-satisfaction linkage (Ivancevich, 1972; Steers, 1976; Erez,
1977; Strang, lawrence & Fowler, 1978) is suggestive of the possibi-
lities.

To summarize, the utilization phase is the last phase in the three-
phase feedback process presented here.  In this phase outcomes of the
teedback take shape, and these ontcomes serve as the final (though not

the sole) criteria tor assessing teedbnck effectiveness,  The ultimate
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outcomes are output or performance outcomes, but also of importance are
the four instrumental outcomes which were identified and discussed.
Fttective Feedback: A Three-Phase Process

Fignie 2 depicts the three-phiase feedback process in its entirety.

..........................

We have argued that existing research has frequently concentrated on the
outcomes of feedback without paying sufficient attention to the accept-
ability and usability dimensions. The utilization phase has been
emphasized wuch more than the preceding phases of acceptance and
action=-planning. Therefore, e¢ffectiveness of feedback can  be
rated solely on the basis of the outcomes, but it cannot be improved
without fully taking ability and usability into account.

In the following scction we discuss implications of the proposed
model for creating useful knowledge in academic settings.

APPLICATION OF THE FELDBACK PROCESS
MODEL IN ACADEMIC RESEARCH SETTINGS

Having discussed the key components of cffective feedback, we now

turn our attention to the application of these concepts to the knowledge

]
creation process. Specifically, the following section demonstrates how }
!

the foeedback process can be applied to rescarchers in academic settings l
for the purpose of helping them create useful knowledge. sj

Acceptance of Feedback in Academic Settings

Acceptance of feedback has been shown to be influenced by charac-

teristics of the source, the recipient, and the feedback message. The
significance of each of these characteristies in academic sottings

with bt e fon,
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Source Characteristics. As previously mentioned, credibility and
power have been identified as two basic source characteristics which
affect the acceptability of feedback in our model. Of the two, power
appears to be less important in academic settings because (1) values of
academic  frecdom and  professional  responsibility substitutes for
hierarchical powar as o means of control and fnfluence; and (2) under
the peer-controlled reward system, power is somewhat diffuse -- usually,
no single individual has the authority to make a final judgment on the
work of an academic professional.

Credibility, on the other hand, is inherently important in academic
settings. Specialized knowledge and disinterestedness (or impartiality)
are highly valued by the academic community. Therefore, expertise and
trustworthiness of the source of feedback are likely to be critical
factors for academic rescarchers. Interdependence and proximity, two
other factors in credibility, are also rclevant because they permit an
cas loer assossment of source vxpnrtisv, and enhance trustworthiness.

These arguments suggest that colleagues who have familiarity with
practitioner needs are in a privileged position to provide acceptable
feedback as they are likely to be high on all the four dimensions of
credibility. 1f feedback is to come from an outside source, however,
the individual should have adequate expertise based on qualification and
experience, and should be seen as being trustworthy. Besides, if it was
possible for the researcher to have a close, ongoing contact with the
outside source, the resulting interdependence and proximity would also
contribute to acceptable feedback.

Recipient Charncteristics.  While skills and abilities are im-

portant aspects of one's capability to respond, cthical standards and

~18-
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professional norms have also been shown to influence the way in which an
academic 1{s capable of responding. Another relevant factor here is the
limitations of the theories and models used by the rescarcher. These
limitations represent boundaries within which the rescarcher must
operate and as such, are "role" limitations which circumscribe one's
capability to respond. For example, it may be relatively casy for a
rescarcher Lo introduce additional variables in a model in response to
practitioner needs, but it may be difficult for a researcher to obtain
the high levels of certainty a practitioner might desire. Similarly,
ethical and protfessio.al considerations may preclude certain types of
research which might otherwise be easy to carry out (Von Glinow, 1982;
Kerr, Von Glinow & Schriesheim, 1977)., Such factors influence the
acceptability of feedback offered to a researcher.

Acceptance of fecdback also depends on individual differences.
There are considerable variations in value- and behavioral- orientations
of scientific researchers (cf., Friedlander, 1971; Eiduson & Beckman,
1973, Sethia, 1980). Moreover, these orientations are susceptible to
changes in professional carcer and personal life (Cotogrove & Box, 1970;
Barnes, 1971). Thesa  value-  and  behavioral-orientations have
substantial bearing on the type and scope of work that different
rescarchers prefer and this influences their receptivity to various
types and sources of {ecdback.

Feedback Message Characteristics. Feedback content will be
critical to an academic researcher if jt offers information not known by
the rescarcher, and {0 the feedback deals with important issues.
Practitione fecdback s more likely to contain valued intormation if it

is nbout practical application of the tesearcher's work than it it s

-19-
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about theoretical or methodological issues. Similarly, feedback that

relates to fmportant gquestions about the applicability of a theory or

model will be more ncceptable than one that relates to minor problems of

application tn o special setting.

The context within which the fecdback occurs also affects the like-

lihood of acceptance. If opportunities for practitioner feedback are

severely limited due to the number of practitioners with whom the

researcher has contacts, or due to the frequency with which the

rescarcher is able to interact with the practitioners, then feedback is

likely to be accepted more readily. But if opportunities for prac-

titfoner feedback are plemtiful, then any feedback offored will be more

selectively acceptead.
Usability of Feedback in Academic Settings
In gencral, feedback is more usable (or easier to act upon) if it

is seen as valid, specific, consistent and timely. Feedback ou specific

research will be seen as valid if it pertains to variables, relation-

ships, or problems which the rescarch purports to deal with. Extraneous

observations, even those of merit, cannot help the rescarcher very

casily. Similtarly, foodback which points out specific strengths or

weaknesses of the research is more usable than feedback which is

indirect and gencral. If a researcher reccives consistent feedback from

different sources (various colleagues, practitioners, or users), or if
successive feedbacks offered by the same source are consistent then it

may be easier for the researcher to respond appropriately. Inconsistent

ar contvadictory  feedback, however, Is difficult to respond to.

Time Huoess ol teedback alno dotermine:s [ty usabitry. 11 colleagues o

practitioners pofut ont o wenkness fn the research design after the data

-20-
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collection is completed, the researcher will undoubtedly derive little
immediate benefit from such information.
Out comes of Feedback in Academic Settings

Acceptance and usability of feedbiack are important because they are
expected to lead to desired outcomes. The ultimate outcome desired in
the present context is the creation of knowledge that is useful to
practitiouerg and other users or bencficiaries. Quantity and quality of
useful knowledge produced ts the "performance” facet of outcome in the
proposed model. There is also the "instrumental" facet of outcome made
up of factors that are not the ultimate desired outcomes, but directly
or indirectly contribute to it. These factors include direction,
motivation, development and climate-shaping. We will now discuss the
role of feedback in bringing about these instrumental and performance
outcomes.

In its directing function feedback enables a researcher to know
whore or how his/her work diverges from the course ft neods to follow if
it is to be usetul tor practitioners. Feedback (or this purpose can
provide information about specific variables and relationships that need
to be explored. In its motivational function, feedback can result in
increased effort to meet the usefulness criteria. This increased effort
may be the result of a realistic asscssment of the adequacy or ina-
dequacy of the research effort, and may also arise from a sense of
competence.  In its developmental function, feedback can bring about new
learning by challenging a rescarcher to solve some pressing practical
problem. Feedback can also directly cause new learning to occur by
oltfering important new informiatfon to a rescarcher. Lastly, the

climate-shaping function of feedback creates relat {onships between a
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researcher and various sources of feedback that would be characterized
by a high level of interaction and greater receptivity to each other's
needs .

Thus, the occurrence of instrumental outcomes implics:

- high degree of interaction and trust between the researcher
and the feedback sources (climate-shaping function);

- the rescarcher getting necessary infermation on user situation
and priorities (directive function);

- the resecarcher being motivated to address user problems and
concentrate his/her efforts on creuting useful knowledge
(motivational function); and

- the rescarcher being able to learn, change and grow to meet
the challenge of user problems in ways consistent with his/her
professional commitments (developmental function).

And if these instrumental outcomes occur, it would be reasonable to
expect that the desired performance outcome of useful research will
follow.

Fven though our aim here has been to examine the role of feedback
in helping rescarchers produce useful knowledge, researcher efforts are
guided also by the institutional context. Although a detailed dis-
cussion of the institutional factors is beyond the scope of this paper,
the relevance of a few important factors is suggested in the next

section,
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INSTITUTIONAL FACTTORS AFFECTING
THE CREATION OF USEFUL KNOWLEDGE

Although the feedback process model can be used to promote
rescarcher success in the production of useful knowledge, institutional
factors exist which clearly mitigate against this goal. The first
factor pertains to the organizational evaluation and reward system.
Since the publication of one's rescarch is one of the few relatively
objective means by which performance is evaluated in academic settings,
the organization's evaluation and reward system can be used as part of
the feedback process to onhance research relevance. This suggests that
orguanizations necd to be able to define, measure, reward and give
feedback (Kerr, 1975) on resecarch relevance as part of the evaluation of
an academic's performance.

It follows therefore that a second institutional factor which
influences the creation of uscful research involves feedback sources.
Typically, 1t is the administrators in academic settings who make
decisions on retention, promotion, and tenure. As part of an effective
fendback process, alternate sources may be utilized to judge the rele-
vance of an academic's performance. Alternate sources rendering input
could include outsiders (e.g., practitioners having direct contact with
the researcher), colleagues and peers. Much has been written about peer
appraisals and their increased likelihood of acceptance by professionals
(Von Glinow, 1982; Kerr, Von C(Glinow & Schriesheim, 1977) over
hierarchical appraisal systems (Von Glinow & Novelli, 1982). Thus,
nlternate fecedback sources have been found to increase the academic

protessional's acceptance of the feedback content. 1t seems likely that




such sources could give feedback on the relevance of the knowledge

produced.

A Lthird institutional ftactor

knowledge is the institution's willingness to support and encourage via
the reward system, the involvement of the rescarcher with the client/

user on implementation of the knowledge s(he) has created.
institutional forces argue against academics' involvement with clients,

for as Thomas and Tymon (1982) suggest,

intfluencing the creation of useful

less prestigious by the organization,

rosoarcher as well,

However, in aiding the creation of usceful knowledge, organizations
might begin to reexamine their posture vis-a-vis
rescarchers with users. 1In fact, organizations might create opportu-
nities for rescarchers to interface directly with

exceptions, academic institutions have not proactively sought to enhance

the creation of useful knowledge by

increasing

Such a position would be advantageous

that potential symbiotic relationships which can be mutually advantage-

ous would be expected to oceur (e.g., acndemic institutions would supply

usetul/relevant rescarch to users,

rescarch projects in their own settings.
sit as advisors to the Boards of Directors and practitioners could serve
on academic research boards). This type of involvement might be more
time consuming than is normally seen, which in turn argues for expanded

institutional evaluational tools for long-term rescarch efforts.

In swmmary, support trom the

tactor in shaping the academic's

who would

performance

-

<

academic

4-

Frequently

involvement is viewed as

involvement

involvement with users.

institution in

Similarly, academicians could

institution is also a key




knowledge. Toward that end, the organization can begin to evaluate and
reward researchers for producing relevant/useful knowledge. The
institution can cenlist the aid of alternate feedback sources in so

doing, and thereby actively encourage user-rescarcher involvement.
CONCLUS i ONS

In the context of the growing concern about practical usefulness of
academic research, there is an urgent need for researchers to make their

work more relevant to practitioners. We have suggested feedback as an

important means for this purpose. A distinct advantage of feedback is

that by bringing the knowledge creator (researchers) and users
(practitioners) into close contact, and doing so at the very first step
in the knowledge creation-diffusion-utilization chain, it greatly
increases the likelihood as well as efficiency of practical utilization
of rescarch. Feecdback also appears to have strategic value with
reference to the criteria of "usefulness" offered by Thomas and Tymon ;
i
(1982). H
Aftar ostablishing the {fmportance of feedback in the creation of ,

usetlul knowledge, we proposed a three-phase process model of effective

fecdback. We then demonstrated the applicetion of this model in an

academic resedarch setting. This application, however, is merely o

izt B

illustrative; since empirical studies on the determinants of feedback

effectiveness in academic settings are virtually non-existent at the

et

present time, no definitive generalizations on the subject can be made.
To us this appears a highly promising areca for tuture rescarch, r,

e shonld alaso be poted that fecdback cannot dod toence the char -

wetoy ot academbe dosearch  fndependent ol {ts fast Btational context,
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which can either reinforce or mullify the impact of fecedback. There-
fore, we have drawn attention to a few key institutional factors and
their impact. More rescarch is necded to understand fully the inter-
active effect of feedback and institutional forces in steering academic

research toward greater relevance.
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APPENDIX

For the purpose of gaining a better understanding of the factors
that govern the etfectiveness of feedback to professional employees, an
explovatory survey was conducted as part of a larger three-year study on
performance appraisal and performance feedback (funded by the Office of
Naval Research under Contract No. N0O0OO14-18-K0048).

The sample consisted of 136 high technology and/or professional
employees from several departments of a large oil company headquartered
in the East. The respondents were asked to think of one instance of
critical but useful/effective feedback, and one instance of critical and
uscless/ineffective foedback, and with respect to each instance
describe: (1) the setting in which fecdback was given, (2) the feedback
giver's behavior and actions that made the critical feedback useful (or
useless), and (3) the outcomes or results of the feedback. In addition,
they were asked to state the single most important reason that the
critical feedback was useful in the first case, and useless in the
second. Content-analysis of the lengthy replies surfaced several key
issuas in the feedback process which have guided the development of the

feodback process model presentoed in this paper.
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Figure 2: The Fecedback Process: A Thrce-Phase Model
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