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'lhe Role of Feedback in the Creation
of Useful Knowledge

ABSTRACT

Practical usefultss or re levatce of the knowledge produced in academic

settin:gs hits become nit Issue of grow inag concern in recerit years. We

argue that feedback can be an important means of making academic

r'esearch more relevant to practitLioter needs. We propose a three-phase

f edlack pro(:ess modl tnd have ilusI raLd its appjiclbillty 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

usef ulness of ac:tderni c research are nloted.
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I NTRODUCTION

A theme of growing concern in recent years has been the seeming

lack of relevance or usefulness charicterizing much of the research

produced in academic settings (Thomas & Tymon, 1982). Generally, the

problem of relevance has been considered to be rooted in the guiding

phi losophy of current scientific research. 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 researcher.

Our intention here is to examine carefully how usefulness or

relevance can be integrated into the knowledge creation process. More

specifically, we propose that feedback can be a valuable means of

helping researchers make their work more useful to practitioners.

lrowcIrd that end. we ottline the characteristics of an effective feedback

process model based on the empirical research (see Appendix for a brief

description of this rese-arch), 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

'4lll S'I'I A, adll it I olll I lli;l.lls of Iol,t , l ; thll clvl t i ll of' ll, il

k II(Iw I i'clgt,



Defining Useful Knowledge

Before we can discuss the ways in which feedback can improve the

usefulness ot 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 usefulness or relevance of theories or findings for

practitioners. These criteria are:

(1) I),sc ript ivye Re leiwlce: "refers to the accurnc:y of research

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 uzppreciative of

phenomena that are less immediately observable. Research can be made

more televant if it domonstrates better external validity and better

reflects the complexity and intrit.Icies of organizational settings.

(2) Goal Relevance: "refers to the correspondence of outcome (or

dependent2 variables in a theory to the things the practitioneL wishes

to influent.e" (p. 347). If we note the basic/applied distinction, most

academic researchers have concentrated on basic rather than applied

prol) I ems.

(3) Operational Validity: "concerns the ability of the prac-

titioner to implement action implications of a theory by manipulating

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

r,. It'vanI vIrt li'l,. i 'l"l.';d:' t b iti 1m:.t ho o11tt" 11nlbli by prac't I-
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t ioners. Moreover, these variables should represent concrete rather

than abstrnct factors that can be chaug,,d or influenced in some way.

(4) Ni-ohvioeiit.: ' ': "I el.,: t tiln ,e1'groo to which 11 til,'oiVy

l&.&:.. t oxt viL'di 1h comp I vx itV ot 'collmo sense' tOhw ry a I ready used by

tile pract il ioiicr (p). 349)). Acitlem ilI roncerns of demonstrating the

truth of hypotheses often lead 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

prit ft ljoner.

(5) Timeliness: concerns the requirement that a theory be

available to practitioners in time Lo use It to deal with problems" (p.

349). Unlike sci,,t ists, practItio,|ers canot and will not wait for all

the facts to be in before decision making occurs. In addition, situ-

ational determinants and behaviors can change dramatically over time.

Using these tive dimensions as- al 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 produze

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

(Iiilvii'llsion of rvl, ,Wvaince presented liero are conc(,rn,,d with tihe extr.n le

relationship belweeln a study's findings and practitioners' needs" (p.

350).

Ani iml,,il ill| IIIi,1 of iI igLh| 1 li iig I 1-PI l,,i et11 . awlreWl,,lloess of jita -

I il ilr i nll al. 1111l !.1 t'1 igf,. h ,l iig t Ito r l oll toldip l Itil w , resv trh 1114

practice is feedback to researchers on the practical relevance of their

-3-



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 studad 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 to etcourage studies that attepJt to provide

information about these aspects of the practitioner's situation to other

researchers -- in Argyris' (1980) words, to inform the field of the

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

second strategy is to involve practitioners in feedback and review

Eroc.esses (p. 350, emphasis is ours).

From the above discussion is follows that feedback call be a very

appropriate means of aiding the creation of useful knowledge. Although

virtually no empirical studies are available at the present time to

demonstrate the validity of this assertion, many w,3l1-established

findings from the current literature on feedback do provide support for

our assertion that feedback can be used advantageously in this context.

Feedback prov ides informat ion to ind iv idua Is about their

1)1-1' 1 ortt1t Ic:t; . [In tIf. l .:!,liit ty, I two l s I I (n .| bus 1i 1v of di tt'._t ills

aid motiVati tg performa.ce (Annet, 1969; 1 lgen, Fisher & Taylor, 1979;

Nadler, 1979; O'Reilly & Anderson, 1980; Lawler, 1976). In its

directiye iunction , feedback keeps goald directed behavior on course.

That is, it serves as an error detection device and therefore as a

stimulus to begin problem identification and solution (Nadler, 1979).

Or, as Lawler (1976) observes, it gives the individual the information

HIMt I:, Ite',-de' lII I o dot (I (o t C ItII!. otr her 1)-l'e ltav W11-1 w iz t ,vIi

Irown the. Stntaidrd or desired hola vior. lit its mot ivitiOua fltlctio tt,

-4-



Iftidbuck stlmu aLs greniLt'r ol ort by the individtil, and makes it

possible for the individual to exercise 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 the Ir work closer to u.ser needs and also enhance their

motivation and sense of self-control. This last point is noteworthy for

autoiomy Is alwnys highly prized by professionals (Von Glinow, 1982) and

Ivwii mor" so by iicadenmi c inns . Acalem Ic ians need to know that they

themselves retain control over their actions and their sense of pro-

fessional freedom i! not compromised.

In the following section we present a process model of feedback and

discuss the factors that determine the effectiveness of this feedback

l)1C')(1'55

EI.FFECTIVE FEE.DBACK: A TIIREEI-PIASE PROCESS MODIEL

Ef fectiveness of feedback has usually been assessed and

d(motstrntd In terms of the outtomes resulting from the way it is

tilized by the recl)ient. Typical outcomes are increased recipient

motivation, altered recipient actions, or tangible gains in the

recipient's output. However, the impact of feedback occurs through a

complex informat ion exchange procss where a source communicates a

message to n recipient about his/her performance or task related

attitudes and behaviors, which in turnt leads to certain outcomes. Thus,

if we wish to u ihnerstand theo effe(tiveness characttr1st ics of feedback

Is a process, thiiken we ninsLt concern ourselves not nmerely with a post

fatL:to evllilhI. i oui of its Out (:emnas, l il I il so wiLt I ac:tors that determinli

the like lI hood tliat any impact, alid therefore ottcoine, will occur.



The criteria that govern the likelihood of feedback having some

impact fall into two broad categories: Acceptability of feedback for

the ret:ipient, iuid Usabi-lt.y of tht feedback for the recipient. Accept-

aility concerns factors which influeice the recipient to pay attention

to the feedback ani regard it as a basis for future action. Usability

deals with factors that make it easier or more difficult for the

recipient to use the feedback or nct in response to it (assuming the

recipient has previously accepted the feedback). Once acceptability and

usability factors have been taken into account we can then analyze the

outcomes of the feedback for their desirability. Thus, in practice,

el fot livtltes.s of Ivedback Is al br-oade~r quostion t :om~nssfng Lbe accept-

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.

Here, the rec:ipient 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 feedback message. If the feedback

is accepted by the recipient, then the next phase involves deciding on a

plan of actLion, or Acttott I1nnui ng, in response to the feedback. During

this second phase, u1sabiility of feedback is of pr i mary concern. The

final phase is of feedback Util 'izat ion 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

-6-
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of the feedback process is shown in Figure 1. The central issues in

Insert Figure 1 about here

each of the thrt, e phases above will be identified and discussed in j

detail now.

Acceptance Phase of tile 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

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

tile 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 to tile particular task-related

hvihvi or. As , roviously mvtl ionet, tictvptilnice of fCe dhack Is greaitly

{infltlencod by (chA/racteristics of tle solrce, 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-

(ri|) itt's performaucv anad nrt itn it posit ion to ,viahUtt It. Tils source

r'lot goriy i tvt' do': i att llle vi.o5'1 (' o-work, is , silhtbt in ates, niid othtrs sti(tIh

is (:1 I,'lits or p 'ouf s. Olil co eilgitlos who may lot be actuI Ily 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

tIh i- lfol', ', va, Ias ti i ir owi s. i":re of feedbac-lk. In the present

'I { taa. -i' w' d ll Illy with I liitvi lp ' rsotil Isoirc s of Iv'edIh.ak as they

-7-



ultimately influence the knowledge creation process. Current research

I id oIigs suggest cred lb ill ty and power as the two most significant

chatrae t,ristics oi interpersonal sources.

(1) Source Credibility. Ilgei et. al (1979) have viewed cre-

dibility of source as a major factor influencing acceptance of the

teedback and have idenlit i( ot two basic doLermi lan ts ot it: exj)ertise

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 higher if the rec ipient finds the source non-threatening

dud lids trust in the source's motives. O'Reilly and Anderson (1980)

have also emphasized the importance of trust in the feedback process.

Giffin (1967) idcl.tifted expertise and intentions toward the listener

(what we have called trust) along with reliability, 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 characte'ized as knowledgeable, well-informed,

respected, etc. -- suggesting the expertise qualities. Sources are also

.evnl as conc rned or well-meaning, understanding, honest, open,

so lI -possess.',dI, [ioll -colidilsCt. n 1|1g , otc . -- slggestiz g the trustworthinmess

dimension.

Source credibility may be influenced by two additional factors:

interdependivi b Ibvtw.eun the source a si thle -rcipient, and proximity of

the source to the recipient. Source-recipient interdependence suggests

thiat til, pv riormasice of either may affect the performance of and/or

vi]t ,ed 0)11 collits I tile olot r , whelt'i li Ilslially till 'oc: ipinlit only is

dctpelidoti on the smi rce. I lgen, Mitche ll, nd F-redrickson (1981) have

-8-
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found that Lhe supervisors whose own rewards are partially dependent

tn th . levei of performniice of Lheir subordinates will respond in d

more positive and helptnu} mannier toward their subordinates when they

fail to perform as well as the supervisor would like. Thus, if sources

in interdependent situations are more likely tr show helping and

facilitating behaviors, then the ir own credibility and consequently the

accepth ility of the feedback provided by the., 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 findings indicate a

greater reliance on intrinsic sources -- those psychologically "closer"

to the Iuividual -- tlan on more extvrnal sources for feedback ln-

format ion. However, these authors also point out that "distance" may

moderate the reliance on various secondary" sources (such as co-

workers) but not the reliance on a "primary" source like the supervisor.

(2) Source Power. ln 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 ald

punishments. Such power can be unrelated to a source's credibility,

i.e., expertise and trustworthiness. Ilgen et al. (1979) observe that

theoretically power is independent of credibility, although we sh.)Uld

hope that in many se(ttings they co-vary" (p. 351). These authors also

suggest that "other thiings being equal, the higher the power of the

soource, the more likely the recipient is to attempt to respond in line

with fev,.,be ok" (1 . V,1). Krr aind Slo, mmi ( l'JM ) nl so not,, that ledl ai( k

-9-
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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

dogree 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

1111d psyciological proximity n% nddtLion(ll ic tors contribhuting to source

credibility. Finally, power stemming from the source's control of

rewards and sanctions may also significantly influence the acceptance of

fe l dlbtck.

Chairacteristics ol 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) i;apaill lit y to Rospond. A reciplint is more likely to accept

feedback 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

(:qliiIre easily, t hen it is unlikely that th feedback will be accepted

rodl i I y. Expect;Iiicy Lheory (Vroom , 1ilt)4) iakes it clear that beliefs

about response capabilities are prerequisites to expenditure of effort

in a prformance situation. On this basis Ilgen et al. (1979) have

ill glfI thl l 1 i, i illt '', I l I in i h' It roo m- -e)-r f mninl . i t lit oi :.ihi 1p

!.ll tIld i 11 I iit iiel(o i1S or I(,r 141ils tie U resp)onid to Lhe f(edback. lih ider

-10-
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(1958) has observed that ability and willingness to perform are not

independent of oie another; one's ability to perform a task often

ilri:vi.is one'. d,, i' to (to !;o. III our %Ludy (sev, Appendix) some of

lit it,.,polndellLs otm 'l'nted Lhilt useful letiback dealt witih matters over

which they had some degree of control.

(2) Individual Differences. Different j-rsonality types have

different needs and expectations in the performance context, and hence

they would differ in their reactions to any given feedback. Personality

vii i.aii.4 thait hive. usllally l''oii st iA .d iin work I.itt t n,,i i d:lwin locus

of conLrol, soll-esLeem, and need for achievement (n Aclh). On the basis

of Rotter's (1966) research on Internal-External locus of control,

Baron, Cowan, and Ganz (1974) found that internals responded more to A
feedback from the task itself while externals responded more to feedback

from others. Weiss (1977) examined the influence of self-esteem in sub-

ordinates' tendency to model their own behavior after the behavior of

their supervisors. ie found that subordinates with high self-esteem

ini ),,vi i ' ioiugv ior of h ir siipsrvi- sors less, whi ch suggests that

iidividuals with high self-es teem might be less receptive to feedback

from others. Individuals high on u Ach characteristically have a strong

desire to know how well they are doing, and hence they are likely to be

more attentive to feedback. Since our focus here is on interpersonal

(external) feedback, individuals with an external locus of control or

high need for anhi evoinelt might be expected to have a greater acceptance

of this type of fvvdb:ick, whereas those with high self-esteem might be

,iXp ,A ,d to Li llav ;I loiwr accept hill:4, for. it

(:hiii l (4- I ii .,r u it Ihe Ii' tili, k li's,, ,' . C luti i ,i.(t i t lc:t of til

Ivei'ii)dak message cii be discussmi moIre, meaningfully under the Action

-==
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'lannilng 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, a distinction between the content and context aspects of feedback

is necessary. Content refers to specific qualities of the message that

is comunicated 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 its acceptance.

(1) Content Criticality. Acceptance of a message will be higher

if it is viewed by the recipient as important. If 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 feedback message. Another factor that influences

clrlticality, 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-

t i10lu1ll cot elt :io, ld not be redtinilau with information alrendy known by

tLh i 11d iv id1 I Nadler et ai. (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 r,.p.c to the taik on liid cain ailso dlermile the Information

v./1ie l f ,toedbal(A.

-12-



(2) Context Criticality. Apart from the content of the feedback,

criticality and, therefore, acceptant-o, call be influenced by the

cotitextua conditions in witich fvedback occurs. If other opportwi lit ies

f or reedihick<-hol t m he salliv or diffoer-cr, t sources -- are cuts ide red rare ,

the feedback may he more acceptable. Similarly, if other sources of

fe"ilback are not available, the offered feedback might be judged as more

cr it icalI ndbe ttccecptedmart' readily.

Action Planning Phase of thte Feedback Process

Once feedback has been accepted by the recipient, the next step is

to decide uipon n specif ic plnii of nrct iti iI response to the feedback.

11 1t ft I. phat, of t lit ( e4tilICk jproc4--s t lit- key issue i s lusd1) I I I ty of thet

feedback for the recipient, which determines the likelihood as well as

promptness of his/her response.

Usabiflty of the Feedback. As mentioned, usability refers to the

factors thiat makv It easier or more difficult for a recipient to use the

feedback or act itn response to it. From the available literature and

our preliminary data fottr factors emerge as the key determinants of

fevedbaick ttstibjii ty: Vui lilli y . siIf it:ity , couts isteutci(y , antd timeliness

of f oedback itormati-nn. Val idity and sperfc it cIIy :hArAc ter ize the

contenlt of tite feedback. Consistency and timeliness pertain to the

context of tite feedback.

(1) Val itlilty of' thte Ieedbitck . Feedbah~ck about tlte recipient's

actijons or behav jots will be perceived as valid if tite actions or

behanviors refvrrt'd to are considered relevant to task performance.

Similarly, fteedback 1*0011t performance otttcomes will be judged valid if

It i'tfa. (to h-g)i I inla' e it le craitt'r ii. V',i- tck, even- if*

imilol a or cr~ I.iti (11i (dt c i )i I*,P !w it I-, at fpr1) r baid s f ot gitiidin,

14



future action to the extent it is perceived to be valid, accurate and

rea list ic.

2) Sp,,cili city of thev Feedback. As Ilgen et. a] (1979) have

obsei v, L , f odlb,k that. is pe. if it. itd detailed aI lows for setting

.p it fi goals ; sptV, if i - goJIs have cozu, is tenl Ly been found superior to

general goals for bringing about improvement in performance. Kerr and

Slocum (1981) also support this position.

(3) Consistency of the Feedbiick. There is considerable support in

the literature for the importance of consistency of feedback (Ilgen et

nl., 1979; Kerr & Slocum, 1981). Consistency of feedback means that

feedback frou difft, tont sources, or fromt 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 incons istent or contradictory feedback informat ion.

(4) Tim int.ess of the Fethick. Time I itss hias two distinct

meaniings. If tt! purpose of the foedback is to bring about corrective

act ion, the feedback should be givent 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

feedbnck should be given while the behavior is still salient for the

t,:1)i ott. I Igen et al . (l')71), Kerr Slocutlm (1981), Nndler, Mirvis and

(CiIIIiuuIIul (I)76) , ilid Nod iler ( I77) ha ve al l emtlhlas izel til importcillCe of

the time i i ness e lenent.

To summarize, we find that foedback will be more usable in the

Action Platinitig phase if it is perceived to he valid, specific, has a

eg tl .i :, t'lt p t'1, .Iltt is tet' ivil ill 1 I 'I l nl ner

-I'-
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Ut il izat ion Phase of the Feedback Process

If ftedbalck has beei found acceptable and usable by the recipient

theit (s)he is l ikely to utilize the feedback information to make appro-

priate changes in his/her performance. Tie spheres within which changes

occur and the extent of these changes are the outcomes of the feedback

pro(:ess. These outcomnis serve as the final criteria of feedback

lIt .(( iVelleSs.

Outcomes 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

perf, rmance otitcotmes of' feedback. Strong empiricnI support is available

I utl C I I ittl t h vvd I tehhl;l1k ca11n improve pvi- to lm te(io outcomes (c. f.

O'Reilly & Anderson, 1980; Erez, 1977; Seligman & lDarley, 1977; Becker,

1978).

There are othetr important areas too in which feedback leads to

desirable changes. These changes contribute directly or indirectly to

the recipient's tangible output or performance, and therefore, may be

referred to as instrulmental outcomes. Four key instrumental outcomes or

flnct ils of" fevdivick are: di rect ion, mot i vat ion, deve lopment, and

c-I imlte-salpll)itg. These outcomes are; disculssed ill soilo detail below.

(1) Iirection. In its directive or cue function, feedback can

bring about error correction, role clarification and goal adjustment

(Annett, 1969; Ilgen et Al., 1979; Nadler, 1979). For example, feedback

may point out an error in the design of a piece of equipment, and may

tall for cumpoiit: of diff'rent pc i .Mi catio1S to be uised. Similairly,

feeda)ick maiy dire,:t 1)ehavior by (-Inrifyit g roles for organi.zaLtionalj
|
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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 ot i 'l vit iii Much Ila!; hevii wiu iteon about mot i vation storlm ing

I I ,.i l ill orgyuli.u ,i Ioi . i i in),,. ( Loccke , CirtI. I edg. N\ Kovpp. ,

1968; Annuette, 1%'); Nadler, 1977; Ilgei et al. , 1979; Kerr & Slocum,

1981). Similarly, effort hins been studied within the expectancy frame-

work (Vroom, 1964). Fevdbnck ailds initrinsic motivation by enabling a

recipient to judge his or her performance and feel a sense of competence

on this basis (Ilackman & Oldham, 1976).

(3) Development. Feedback can be instrumental in bringing about

new learning or new self-awareness to the recipient. This function as

well as the climate-shiaping function has thus far received inadequate

research aittent ion. Research on the learning function however (c.f.

Aiidt 19W)hI; Net Ir , 197~9) :ove i-s m1a1ny iSIlosus that Irt relovanit to the,

(leVI, Iojpmii li lli 11( iu.

(4) Climate-shaping. Feedback can lead to a high-trust environ-

ment by contributing to increased mutual respect between the recipient

anid the feedback sources. Direct empirical support for this claim is

110L available at the present time, however the extensive literature on

the feedback-sat is action linikage CIvaticovi cl, 1972; Steers, 1976; Erez,

1977; Straung, Laiwrontice & Fowler-, 1978) is suggest ive of the poss ibi-

TrO suiiizn~, t he t lzffii plu t! is t lie last pihase~ inl the he

phause feedbuck p)roce4ss p resellted lie t-0 In thIiis pliis e Oi Icomes Of Lte

fee'idbaick tikev s~hapen, 111id tli('5( 01ioliies ser?-v as the( fillal (0thoughl not

til, l. ) c itoil fu Ior. aul55,'s, lug vd~haick 4,1I '-t.vo'i(ss. Thl iiht iflIit(

-16-



outcomes are output or performance outcomes, but also of importance are

the four instrumental outcomes which were identified and discussed.

VA le t ivi F'eedback: A Tlirve-'1,ia; Il'iiwiss

.i'llv2 dep icts the t il evi-phase ( li'dlick process in it% t iirety.

Insert. Figure 2 abouit here

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

emlphaize i~Cl uch more than the precedinig phases of acceptance and

lint lu-phill hoi g . The re fore , i fe.t Ivveness of f eedhack can be

relod IihsolIelIy ori l 1)1 (5st of time- olllttluttS , but it cannot be Improved

without fully taking ability and usability into account.

In the following section we discuss implications of the proposed

model for creating useful knowledge in academic settings.

APPLICATION OF THE FEEDBACK PROCESS
MODEL IN ACADEMIC RESEARCHI SKY17INGS

Having discussed the key components of effective feedback, we now

turnt our a I teuri iol to till! app Iii caion1 of these concepts to the knowledge

i: relt ioni process . Spec if icall y, the follow inrg sect ion demonstrates how

Lte 1'ed(Ihutk procvs (.-tCll be applIi ed Lo rosea rche'rs iii acaidem ic settings

for Lilht! pmurpose of' hlp I p r theui c renlt i.e ftui knowledge .

Acceptance of Feedback in Academic Settingsh

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

teristics of the source, the recipient, and the feedback message. The

1;1 lctc o( etich or thes, ciirw tel Is t I cs Ill cire Ic Set i ngs

-17-



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

acadoclei (- frot-Idoall nd 1li(1 i)i'olq 4' s ioli Il'l ,j)OIl5 i )I 1 tl y sti sLt ititLes for

hiel 'i cl l I poiwi'l as5 n ili s of iol lo(I ald filt.l:lild;i iind (2) under

till' 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 researchers. Interdependence and proximity, two

other factors in credibility, are also relevant because they permit an

eis ler assessmetit of .eisource expertise, and enlhajic:e trustworthiness.

Theso arguments suggest that colleagues who have familiarity with

practitio--er needs are in a privileged position to provide acceptable

feedback as they are likely to be high on all the four dimensions of

credibility. If feedback is to come from an outside source, however,

the Individuial should have idequate expertise based on qualification and

experience, and should be seen as being trustworthy. Besides, if it was

possible for the researcher to have a c lose, ongoing contact with the

o€itside sou rce, the restilting interdependeuice and proximity would also

colLribiute to acc('ptal)le fedback.

Re ilililnt (larncterist ics. While skills aind ai lities are im-

portlant 11Sp)et Is o one's ca pibiibility to respond, ethical .standards and

-18--

#4



professional norms have also been showni to influence the way in which an

academic is capable of responding. Aniother relevant factor here is the

Ifin itat ions:! of the theor ies and mode I. used by the researcher. These

i iL ttions reprv'.eiit bounidi ri I SWithlin which the resea rcher must

operate and as such, are "role" limiti~ons which circumscribe one's

capab ility to respond. For examnple , it. may he relact ivel y easy for a

resen r-chor to in trcodiico add it ioni a r ab I s in a modelI in response to

prcic uitifoneV r needs , bult it may be dliff icult for a researcher to obtain

the high levels of certainty a practitioner might desire. Similarly,

ethical and professio-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 fevdbilck offered to a researchecr.

Acceptance of feedback also depends onl individual differences.

There are considerable variations ini value- and behavioral- orientations

of scientific researchers (cf., Friedlander, 1971; Eiduson & Beckman,

1973; Sethia, 1980). Moreover, these orientations are susceptible to

(Jiiges fin profless ionalI cirier nd personal 1fe (Cotogrove & Box, 1970;

Ba rnes , 19)71) . ii'so V111110- idlhha 1) li orl -o1i- I enat ioiis have

substintil bearfing oil Lte type and scope of work that. different

researchers prefer and this influiences their receptivity to various

types and sources of feedback.

Feetdback Messae Characteristics. Feedback content will be

cri ticalI to niu academic researcher fit it of fers information niot known by

tie re'svircivr , ild it' the feedbhick dva is wif h import ant issutes.

IPitit ft hiiii I *'.'-Ilei k Is, mciii' I-ly it) o n t ain v4i huid 11fiiorm1it ion If i t

is 111)01iiL pici't ii .11 ~ipidi et foii of th ti'esenrchler's work thi1111 if it Is



about theoretical or methodological issues. Similarly, feedback that

1r1-l1dtes to iiipurt.1tit (1 5ticiiis eh t t].' illi l ppl(ichlh fty of a theory or

model will be more iccel)table Lh lii ont that relates to minor problems of

|pli i tti. i it In spec II . t ilg.

lhe c L)toxt wit Ih li which t hI I v,,Ihl.ick occurs also ,flI (!ttS Lh I ik,-

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

researcher Is able to interact with the practitioners, then feedback is

likely to he accepted more readily. lut if opportunities for prac-

M noitr I itiltk art,' pi1ll ifl, th ulit tiny IlhI nc:k of fred will be moi,

I et iI y l accepted.

U.sab ility of Feedback in Academic Settings

In general, feedback is more usable (or easier to act upon) if it

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

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

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

srvatiois, 1ven thos . of merit, ciinnot help the researcher very

,va.-i I Iy. ,ShOil iiiil ly, I'ooa)tck which Ipoillt.s (out sp if/]ic st rtilgths'. or

weaknesses of the research is more usable than feedback which is

indirect and general. If a researcher receives 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

or cot rnilictory [,,,ilhick. howvv,,r, Is diifficul. to eol)Oxid IC.

'il'iojl 1 Iue.t id Ii,, ,hl,.ic k ,ol:. i ellll il,, Ii:, i,l ily. If otIl,181,w, ill

ill ll it bulg., 1 4)1li l 1 weiikllu,.s ii t he reseiu cl dai-iil after the d ja

-20-
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collection is completed, the researcher will undoubtedly derive little

immediate benefit from such information.

tit,.,oun .'- I, . ,, l, it Ac:,id,,m i. ."-S, It i ,.,.

Acceptance and usability of feedback 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

practitioners and other users or beneficiaries. Quantity and quality of

us eful| knowIedgo p roduced is the "performanco facet of outcome in the

proposed model. There is also the "instrumental" facet of outcome made

up of factors that are not the tiltirnite 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

wh,,r,, or how hlis/hir work dl vrgis Itmm thi course It needs to follow if

It Is to he usefuliii Iof practi:tioner . Fe eedback for 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 assessment of the adequacy or ina-

dequacy of the research effort, and may also arise from a sense of

c:omeltence. lu its devlopment.tal function, feedback can bring about new

leariing by challenging a researcher to solve some pressing practical

problem. FYedibick can also dire(:tly cause new learning to occur by

ol letIi" g iport .lut lew inform1tt ion to a reseaIrcli r. Lastly, the

.l imaLte-shnpiug Ilutet Ion of 'eedhtok creates re lat onsll ips between a

-21-
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researcher and various sources of feedback that would be characterized

by a high Ievel of interaction ,nd greater receptivity to each other's

Thll', the o(utrlrence of i li.t Il-llllt'l 11 outcomes implies:

- high degree of intraction iid trust between the researcher

and the feedback .,ources (climate-shaping function);

- the researcher getting necessary infermation on user situation

and priorities (directive function);

- the researcher being motivated to address user problems and

concentrate his/her efforts on creating useful knowledge

(motivational function); and

- the reseiircher being able to learn, change and grow to meet

the awillenge 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.

veil though otir aim heres hs ben to examine the role of feedback

in helping researchers 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

,e(:- I I (11 ,

L
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I NSTITUTIONAL FACTORS AFFECTING
THE CREATION OF USEFUL KNOWLEDGE

Althtigh t l, I edhc-k process model can be used to promote

researcher 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 yst em.

Since the publication of one's research is one of the few relatively

objective means by which performance is evaluated in academic settings,

the orginniznt ion's evatintion and reward system can be used as part of

the 'etffdback process to tinhance resiearch, relevance. This suggests that

organizations need to be able to define, measure, reward and give

feedback (Kerr, 1975) on research relevance as part of the evaluation of

an academic's performance.

It follows therefore that a second institutional factor which

influences the creat ion of useful research involves feedback sources.

'l'yli cI ly, It Is tl,, idmiiilstriltols in ic-idemlc set.tings who make

dec isolus on rete(lition, promotlol, u111d telil-e . As part of an effective

feedback 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 ;linow & Schriesheim, 1977) over

hiillerclhical nppralial systems (Von G I IioW 6 Nove l i, 1982). Thus,

ii t Ii' iitt,' fe(li)ck sources hiav' be n found to inc rease the a;cadem ic

pIol (s cltoiii I s i:,:t'l tItilt ol the ie,'ulleic:k (cO l11 'uL. It so(.ilnS likely th,L

-23-
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such sources could give feedback on the relevance of the knowledge

produiemd.

A Lhil i nlt i ttt io l 1 ,1 Ltot ill I l.ellcili g the crdl iol of useful

knowledge is the institution's Willingness to support and encourage via

the reward system, the involvement of the researcher with the client/

user on implementil ion of the knowledge s(he) has created. Frequently

institutional forces argue against ncademics' involvcment with clients,

for as Thomas and Tymon (1982) suggest, such involvement is viewed as

less prestigious by the organizatlion, and in some cases, by the

Ie,''tll'(.hl l wIs I ,

However, in aiding the creation of useful knowledge, organizations

might begin to reexamine their posture vis-a-vis involvement of

researchers with users. In fact, organizations might create opportu-

nities for researchers to interface directly with users. With few

exceptions, academic institutions have not proactively sought to enhance

the c reation of uiseftil knowledge by incrvising inuvolvemnuit with users.

Such a pos i t ion would be advantlgeou for the academic institution in

that potential symbiotic relationships which can be mutually advantage-

MIs wouild he expect eui toC occur a(e . a, acuidemi c institutions would supply

,seIii / leevanl reselllrch to users, who would actively support such

research projects in their own settings. Similarly, academicians could

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

institultional evaluationial tools for long-term research efforts.

fit sii,,,ii,,lry , sllpport. ,'om the ,maueu,,ic isLititit on is also a key

tact or in1 shiaping the ilcldmlIic's performance ill prohicing useinwI

-24-
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knowledge. Toward that end, the organization can begin to evaluate and

reward researchers for producing relevant/useful knowledge. The

i1..titut ion c,. villist the aid of alternate feedback sources in so

doing, and thereby actively encourage user-researcher 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 research. Feedback also appears to have strategic value with

reference to the criteria of "usefulness" offered by Thomas and Tymon

(1982).

Aftnr estnl)l I ihfg the importjice(' of feedback in the creation of

us-Itil knowIedge., we piop(sed a three,-phsi- lre,;ss model of effective

feedback. We then demonstratcd the applicotion of this model in an

academic research setting. This application, however, is merely

illustrative; since empirical studies on the determinants of feedback

effectiveness in academic settings are virtually non-existent at the t

present time, no definitive generiilizations on the subject can be made.

T')u:; this liiplpea s it h hig ly promisilig liv'lt for fiitiire rese irch.

I I +h.Iii in d ii ,,i I. , ,g i'd lht I f,,,.,lii,' Ii i antlll t I III I iii,i '' lhi. i eI! -

c- I t e J- nI A .( ile'i , I "' iIIto, iii lli' i, vll hl I ( I l11 IIIII i I i.(,lt 11 e

-25-
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which can either reinforce or nullify the impact of feedback. There-

fore, we ha~ve dlrawn attont ion to a few ke institutional factors and

the ir 2inmJat I More resealrch is net(IecI to uniders tanid fully the inter -

active effect of feedback and inst itutijonal forces in steering academic

research toward greater relevance.

9()



APPENDIX

For the purpose of gaining a better understanding of the factors

tha t govrn thet, el ftct iVw vs of fmbdback to professional employees, an

.xplor-atory survey wits (.oiduc td is partL of a larger three-year study on

prfo,rmalc:e appir a isal ni d prformal:4 ftedbJl(:k (funded by the Offfice of

Naval Research under Contract No. N00014-18-KO048).

The samlle 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

tIs l(s./i teffec'tive fe,,dbnck, and with r,.spect to each instance

describe: (1) tUe Sttin1g in which fee;dbnck was given, (2) the feedback

giver's behavior uitd actions t hat imnit the critical feedback useful (or

useless), and (3) th outcomes or rstls of the feedback. In addition,

they were asked to state the single most important reason that the

critical feedback was useful ini the first case, and useless in the

second. Content-analysis of the lengthy replies surfaced several key

issuies in the feodiack process whi (:h hw guided the developmerlt of the

I,,,dhitc k ipt,::o-u~,I itilttOd Inl thi:. pi i .

-27-
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Figure 2: The Feedback Process: A Three-Phase Model
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Figure 1: The Feedback Process: Outline of a Three-Phase Model
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