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Abstract

The Impact of Rater’s Individualism/Collectivism on Discomfort

with Peer Performance Evaluation

Maria Carolina Saffie Robertson

A study was conducted to determine the relationship between rater’s
individualism/collectivism, discomfort with a peer evaluation system, and rater leniency.
It was hypothesized that collectivism would be positively related to discomfort with
evaluating a peer, while the relationship would be negative in the case of individualism
and discomfort. This study also attempted to corroborate previous findings establishing a
positive relationship between discomfort and rater leniency. In order to test the
hypotheses, the Discomfort with Peer Evaluation scale (DPE) was developed. One
hundred and five undergraduate students participated in this research. The data supported
a positive relationship between collectivism and discomfort. Contrary to what was
expected, data supported a positive relationship between individualism and discomfort.
The data collected confirmed the existence of a positive relationship between discomfort
and rater leniency. These results highlight the impact of cultural background on
performance appraisals. Further research is needed to determine why both collectivism

and individualism are positively related to discomfort.
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Introduction

To estimate how much money is invested each year around the world in
performance appraisals is extremely difficult, given the fact that this technique is one of
the most commonly used tools for the management of human resources. The results
obtained through performance appraisals form the basis for many management decisions
such as promotions, terminations, payment increases and even training and development
(Bernardin & Villanova, 2005).

In spite of its wide spread use, performance evaluations are a continual source of
disappointment for organizations because they are usually received by employees with
considerable resistance (Banks & Murphy, 1985), and because of issues dealing with low
reliability and validity (Bernardin & Villanova, 2005). Performance appraisal’s
reputation has not improved with time. Researchers have investigated these allegations
only to find that performance appraisal reliability is influenced by many factors, that vary
from rater’s agreeableness and conscientiousness (Bernardin, Cooke, & Villanova, 2000)
and internal politics (Longenecker, Sims & Gioia, 1987), to the social context (Levy &
Williams, 2004) and ratees’ participation in the appraisal (Cawley, Keeping, & Levy,
1998).

Although several factors have been identified through recent studies, researchers
have speculated that there are many other factors yet to be determined that are linked to
performance appraisal reliability. This research proposes that two new factors should be
incorporated to the list of issues that impact the reliability of performance appraisals:

rater’s culture and the target of the evaluation.



The Impact of Discomfort on Performance Appraisal’s Reliability

As described by Fletcher (2001, p. 473), performance appraisals are a “... variety
of activities through which many organizations seek to assess employees and develop
their competence, enhance performance and distribute rewards.” The appraisal is usually
done by the supervisor in a three-step process (Murphy & Cleveland, 1991). First, the
rater obtains information regarding the ratee’s performance. This information can be
obtained through direct and indirect observation. The gathering of the information should
be done after determining which behaviours are relevant to the organizational goals. It is
important to mention that these relevant behaviours should be linked to specific tasks that
are part of the ratee’s job (Murphy & Cleveland, 1991). Second, the rater applies
judgement to the obtained information in order to combine it and integrate it into a
consolidated mass of information regarding job performance (Murphy & Cleveland,
1991). Finally, the rater evaluates the ratee, assessing whether the worker’s job
performance is good, poor or average according to the organizational standards (Murphy
& Cleveland, 1991). Once the performance appraisals are completed, the outcomes help
organizations determine which employees should be promoted, transferred, terminated,
disciplined, or trained (Bernardin & Villanova, 2005; Malos, 1998).

In 2004, Levy and Williams argued that performance appraisals are immersed in a
social context that impacts the effectiveness of the evaluation. The authors identified
three main groups of social context variables: Distal variables (organizational culture,
economic conditions and HR strategies, among others), Process proximal variables
(organization’s policies, task characteristics and leadership, to mention some) and

Structural proximal variables (such as appraisal goals and purposes, frequency of the



appraisal and performance dimensions). All these variables could have an impact on the
effectiveness of the appraisal, which the authors divide into three main outputs: rater
errors and biases, rating accuracy and appraisal reactions (Levy & Williams, 2004).

One of the social variables that have been pinpointed as having a direct influence
on rating accuracy is rater discomfort with the appraisal. Rater discomfort refers to the
unease that a rater can feel when he or she is forced to evaluate the work performance of
others. As explained by Smith, Harrington & Houghton (2000, p. 21) previous
“...findings suggest that the performance appraisal process is uncomfortable for many
raters.” This discomfort with performance appraisal process can be rooted in a discomfort
with performing any or even all the actions and behaviours that a rater is expected to
execute as part of his/her role as an evaluator. These actions and behaviours include
actions such as directly and indirectly observing ratee’s behaviour and filling out the
evaluation form. As suggested by Villanova, Bernardin, Dahmus & Sims (1993), rater
discomfort can be present at any of the mentioned three stages of the appraisal.
Therefore, the rater can be uncomfortable with monitoring performance, giving feedback
and/or actually filling out the appraisal of an employee’s work. In other words, rater
discomfort is the degree to which the rater is uncomfortable with the “... enactment of a
subset of role requirements...” (Villanova et al., 1993, p. 791)

One of the first attempts to measure rater discomfort with the performance
appraisal was conducted by Villanova et al. (1993), who developed the Performance
Appraisal Discomfort Scale (PADS). This 20-item scale measures rater’s discomfort
towards a top-down evaluation system, in an attempt to find “...a partial explanation for

the occurrence of lenient ratings.” (Villanova et al., 1993, p. 790). Leniency can be



defined as the tendency of some raters to give evaluations that are higher than what the
ratee deserves (Villanova et al., 1993). Rater leniency has been studied since the early
1950s (Austin & Villanova, 1992). In fact, in 1954 Guilford hypothesized that it would
be a stable tendency on raters. As Kane, Bernardin, Villanova, & Peyrefitte (1995)
pointed out, although leniency was identified almost 60 years ago, much of the research
done so far only started in the 1990s, leniency proved to have a deep influence on
appraisal’s accuracy.

The effects of rater’s leniency are varied and extended. At the immediate level,
rater leniency alters the accuracy of the appraisal (Kane et al., 1995). This diminished
accuracy has an impact on the validity of the appraisal findings, which could impact the
effectiveness of the human resources management decisions based on appraisal results
(Kane et al., 1995). Furthermore, rater leniency could have an impact on employees’
perception of fairness and significance of the appraisal process, while increasing
“...employee dissatisfaction with both performance management and reward systems.”
(Bernardin, Cooke, & Villanova, 2000, p. 232) Rater leniency can even have legal
implications for organizations when decisions such as terminations are challenged in
court (Bernardin et al., 2000; Kane et al., 1995).

Literature on rating inaccuracy has concluded that rater leniency is closer to being
a deliberate distortion of performance evaluations than to unintended mistakes
(Longenecker, Sims & Gioia, 1987; Murphy & Cleveland, 1995; Tziner, Murphy &
Cleveland, 2005). Raters would purposely alter ratings for reasons that were not related
to the ratee’s job performance. As Tziner & Murphy (1999) commented, leniency could

be a resource for raters that want to protect themselves from criticisms and to promote



their position within the group. Furthermore, researchers noticed that leniency would
appear in an effort by raters to avoid potentially unpleasant situations or for political
reasons that had little or nothing to do with actual performance (Longenecker et al., 1987;
Smith et al., 2000). In fact, Harris (1994) identified five categories of negative
consequences that are associated with performance appraisals and that are avoided by
raters. One of these categories refers to the damage of the rater-ratee relationship. Harris
explains (1994, p. 741) that “... a common concern expressed by managers is that making
accurate (i.e., lower than the employee expects) performance ratings or giving negative
performance feedback will hurt their relationship with the subordinate.” Furthermore,
Harris (1994) explains that many raters fear that giving realistic and appropriate ratings
or providing performance feedback will discourage ratees instead of motivating them.

Villanova et al. (1993) relied on these previous findings that had related leniency
with performance appraisal settings to hypothesize a relationship between discomfort and
leniency. Through this study, Villanova et al. (1993) discovered that rater’s discomfort
with the performance appraisal predicts rater’s leniency. The authors concluded that
when raters were uncomfortable with the performance appraisal, leniency was higher
than when raters are comfortable with the evaluation process (Villanova, Bernardin,
Dahmus & Sims, 1993).

Given the magnitude of the possible consequences and the pervasiveness of rater
leniency, researchers have focused on the study of rater discomfort and its relation to
rater leniency. In fact, Villanova et al. (1993) findings were later corroborated by the
results obtained by Tziner and Murphy in 1999. Using PADS on 29 managers, the

authors concluded that higher discomfort with the performance appraisal was positively



related to higher ratings. In other words, raters who presented higher levels of discomfort
with the appraisal were likely to give higher ratings than raters with lower levels of
discomfort.

Since the consequences of rater discomfort could prove to be significant for the
success of a performance appraisal system, researchers have investigated possible
antecedents or variables that could predict rater discomfort. The causes of rater
discomfort can be divided into two main branches: structural factors and personal

characteristics of the rater.

Structural factors affecting rater discomfort

One branch of research has focused on structural factors, or in other words, items
that surround the performance appraisal system. In 2000, Smith et al. investigated three
possible predictors of rater discomfort, concluding that rater’s beliefs in the importance
of the performance appraisal, communication reticence, and the time raters have been
supervising the ratees, are all related to rater’s discomfort with the performance appraisal.

A structural factor that has not yet been tackled is the ‘direction’ of the appraisal,
meaning if the rater evaluates top-down, bottom-up, or laterally. Until very recently,
performance appraisals were conducted in a top-down direction, where the supervisor
who would evaluate the work performance of the subordinate (Gillespie, 2005). In the
past decades, organizations have applied a new system that includes performance
feedback from other sources. This technique, called multi-source feedback can include

the evaluation by the supervisor, peers, self, subordinates, and, even clients. This method



would give the employee a “... multi-dimensional view of his or her performance that
reveals discrepancies, consistencies, strengths and developmental areas.” (Gillespie,
2005, p. 362)

Peer evaluations in particular have caught the attention of scholars, because these
evaluations have the potential to be a better predictor of performance than traditional
supervisor ratings (Costigan, Insinga, Kranas, Ilter, Kurechov, & Berman, 2005).
Costigan et al. (2005) argued that co-workers have more opportunities to effectively
observe peer’s performance without the usual constrains of the hierarchical nature of the
relationship between workers and supervisors. As commented by Drexler et al. (2001)
there are different measurement forms (ranging from ratings to comments) and uses
(administrative decisions, developmental purposes or both) for peer evaluations, but the
function of the appraisal is the same across organizations: “... to provide job incumbents
with valid information to allow them to maintain or improve performance or to provide
the basis for administrative decisions.” (p. 334).

The rationale behind this relatively new performance appraisal approach is that by
including more than one point of view of the same performance, different and valuable
information will be added (Drexler et al., 2001). Indeed, in a meta-analysis done in 2001,
Conway, Lombardo & Sanders found that adding evaluations of peers and subordinates
adds validity to the appraisal. The authors noticed that “...for individual ratees there will
be disagreements (as noted in the past), but these results suggest that the disagreements
may well provide valid information.” (Conway et al., 2001, p. 297) In fact, previous
research has shown that because of normal daily interactions, each source has different

points of view that make them ideal to observe specific behaviours. For instance, research



has shown that peers are the more suited source to evaluate a worker’s team performance,
but are not an appropriate source to evaluate a worker’s supervision capabilities or
leadership styles (London & Smither, 1995). The underlying assumption behind this
conclusion is that every source provides an accurate evaluation, implying that
disagreements are due to different points of view and not to raters’ inaccuracies.

As Drexler et al. (2001) explained, research on peer evaluation is vast. Studies
have been conducted on various aspects of peer evaluations, such as attitudes towards
peer evaluations, correlations between peer and supervisor ratings, and incremental
validity of peer evaluations (Drexler et al., 2001; Conway et al., 2001). Although peer
evaluations have been researched extensively, some areas remain uninvestigated. That is
the case of the possible relationship between peer appraisals and rater discomfort. Even
though the target of the appraisal could have an impact on the rater discomfort with the
evaluation, so far researchers have focused on developing and using scales that only
measure discomfort with the traditional top-down evaluation. Since multi-source
feedback has become increasingly popular, it is necessary to fill the gap in the existing
literature by evaluating the possible effects of other appraisal directions (bottom-up,

lateral) on rater discomfort.

Rater’s personal characteristics

A second branch of research has focused on rater discomfort caused by rater’s
own personal characteristics. Bernardin, Cooke, & Villanova (2000) used the NEO Five

Factor Inventory in an effort to match personality traits with rater discomfort. The authors



found that Agreeableness and Conscientiousness are related to rater discomfort and
therefore to rater leniency. Individuals with high levels of agreeableness would tend to
provide higher ratings, while highly conscientious individuals would give lower ratings
(Bernardin et al., 2000)

Although the studies by Smith et al. (2000) and by Bernardin et al. (2000) identify
variables that cause rater discomfort with the performance appraisal, (and in
consequence, the rater’s leniency), more research is needed in order to identify other
proximal or distal variables (as defined by Levy and Williams, 2004) that could have an
impact on rater’s discomfort.

This study proposes that rater’s culture may have an influence on the rater’s
discomfort with the performance appraisal. More specifically, this paper suggests that
individualism/collectivism could explain rater’s discomfort in both giving and receiving
feedback related to work performance.

To believe that culture could have an impact on rater’s discomfort is to recognize
that as globalization increases performance appraisal and feedback have become more
complex. Managers have to deal with employees from their own countries and cultures as
well as with employees from different countries and cultures (Milliman, Nason,
Gallagher, Huo, Von Glinow & Lowe 1998). Performance evaluations have to be done
for employees from different backgrounds that may react to this process in diverse ways.
In fact, even though the results obtained by Conway et al. (2001) encourage the use of
multi-source appraisals in organizations, these findings should not be considered

conclusive. This meta-analysis included only a couple of studies done outside of North



America. Conway et al. (2001) did not consider culture as a factor that could affect the
results obtained.

Some researchers have established that the relationship between culture and
performance appraisal is extremely important (Milliman et al., 1998; Brett, Tinsley,
Janssens, Barsness, & Lytle, 1997; Fletcher & Perry 2001). Although these researchers
have recommended managers to not apply the same practices in every country, they have
also acknowledged that more research is needed in order to recognize in what extent, how
and which cultural dimensions affect the performance appraisals (Milliman et al., 1998;
Sully de Luque & Sommer, 2000). This research is a response to that call, bringing some
light to the relationship between one cultural dimension, individualism/collectivism, and
one aspect of the performance appraisal, evaluation reliability.

Therefore, this thesis has two main objectives: The first objective is to test the
model presented in Diagram 1. This model proposes that rater’s discomfort can be
partially explained by the rater’s level of individualism/collectivism. The rater’s culture
will not only impact his/her discomfort with the appraisal system, but also the tendency
of the ratings (leniency) and the reactions towards feedback regarding the rater’s own
performance. In other words, individualism/collectivism will have an affect on the rater’s
level of discomfort with the performance appraisal, which will impact the ratings given
by the rater to peers and the rater’s reaction towards feedback of his/her own

performance.
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Diagram 1
Proposed Model: The Effect of Individualism/Collectivism on Discomfort,

Leniency and Reaction to Feedback

Rater’s Level of Rater Leniency
Individualism
Discomfort with
Peex Evaluation
Rater’s Level of Rmtion to
Collectivison Feedback

The second objective is to develop a scale to measure rater’s discomfort with
horizontal performance appraisal, in other words, a scale to measure the discomfort a
rater feels when confronted with evaluating his/her peers. Two scales exist to measure
rater’s discomfort with performance appraisal, Performance Appraisal Discomfort Scale
(PADS, Villanova, Bernardin, Dahmus & Sims, 1993), and the Performance Appraisal
Self-Efficacy Scale (PASES, Bernardin & Villanova, 2005). However, both scales
measure discomfort when the rater conducts a top-down evaluation. Since there are no
scales to measure rater’s discomfort outside the traditional downward performance
evaluation, this research would fill a gap in the existent literature. It is particularly
important to develop such a scale since as mentioned earlier, the use of multi-source
feedback evaluations is becoming more common. Both researchers and practitioners can
use this new tool as a criterion to decide whether or not including peer evaluation in the
performance appraisal system is feasible or relevant in different contexts, industries and

businesses.
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Literature Review

Cultural Dimensions

Culture has been defined many times and in many different ways (Milliman et al.,
1998), but the most accepted one seems to be similar to the one proposed by
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998, p. 13) as “...a shared system of meanings
[that] dictates what we pay attention to, how we act and what we value.” Milliman et al.
(1998, p. 162) go a bit further defining culture as “... a set of basic assumptions shared
by individuals with the same national origin (...) to be manifest in values, behaviours and
artefacts...”

Hofstede made one of the first systematic attempts to understand and classify
culture according to different dimensions. As Hofstede (1983) explains, he obtained data
on cultural differences ‘by accident’. While he was working as a psychologist for IBM,
he surveyed almost 120,000 workers of the corporation across 40 different countries.
Hofstede noticed that some questions dealt with employees’ perceptions instead of their
actions and realised that these were the values that could define a culture. Hofstede
(1983) defined four dimensions: Individualism versus Collectivism, Strong or Weak
Uncertainty Avoidance, Masculinity versus Femininity, and Large or Small Power
Distance. Years later, Hofstede determined a fifth dimension: Long versus Short Term
Orientation (Hofstede, 2002b).

Although there seems to be a never ending ongoing debate over the real existence
of cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 2002a; McSweeney, 2002a & 2002b), researchers have

used these dimensions and others, such as the Neutral versus Emotional, Specific versus
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Diffuse, and Achievement versus Ascription dimensions proposed by Trompenaars and
Hampden-Turner (1998), in an attempt to understand and give suggestions to managers
that have to deal with the complexities of managing a culturally diverse work force.

One of the most commonly used dimensions is Individualism/Collectivism. As
Oyserman, Coon & Kemmelmeier (2002) pointed out, the word individualism is
relatively old and can be traced to the French Revolution. Originally, “... individualism
was first used to describe the negative influence of individual rights on the well-being of
the commonwealth.” (Oyserman et al., 2002, p. 3) Collectivism, on the other hand, has
been the word use to describe the exact opposite phenomenon, the bonding of individuals
for the sake of the group (Oyserman et al., 2002).

The individualism versus collectivism dimension as defined by Hofstede (1983) is
the extent to which the interest of the individual comes over and above the interest of a
group. In societies with high level of individualism, the ties between individuals are very
loose, and people feel a responsibility only to themselves (Hofstede, 1983). On the other
hand, in societies with high collectivism, individuals are responsible and concern of the
wellness of the group as a whole (Hofstede, 1983; Sivadas, Bruvold, & Nelson, 2008).

Individualism and collectivism in this context were conceptualized as exact
opposite concepts, describing the relationship between an individual and other people in a
certain environment of the same continuum, (Hofstede, 1983). Hofstede (1984) measured
the level of individualism/collectivism of a culture on a scale from 0 to 100, where 0
represents the lowest score (high individualism or low collectivism) and 100 represent the

highest score possible (low individualism or high collectivism).

13



Hofstede’s model and theory are more than 20 years old, but are still in use and
recent studies have demonstrated that the findings are valid. In 2003, Chirkov, Ryan, Kim
and Kaplan checked the individualistic aspect of 4 countries: South Korean, Russian,
Turkish and North American. The results are similar to those obtained by Hofstede,
establishing that “... Koreans perceived their own culture as relatively collectivistic,
Americans viewed theirs as relatively individualistic, and Russians emerged as somewhat
of a mixed model.” (Chirkov et al., 2003, p. 103).

What seems clear is that although globalization is permeating societies across the
world, there are certain cultural values that do not change and that are different across
borders. The individualistic or collectivistic nature of a society seems to be one of these
factors that are stable in spite of globalization, economic liberalization and other cross-
border phenomena.

Recent research has debated the conceptualization of individualism and
collectivism as complete opposite concepts. The core of this issue could be rooted in the
level of analysis. While individualism may be the exact opposite of collectivism at the
group level, at the individual level these constructs intertwine (Singelis, 1994; Singelis,
Triandis, Bhuwuk, & Gelfand, 1995; Oyserman et al., 2002). In fact, at the individual
level, low collectivism may not be equivalent to high individualism and vice versa, but
two related yet different constructs (Singelis, 1994). Triandis (1989) proposed that at the
individual level, people are both allocentric (collectivistic) and idiocentric
(individualistic). Depending on the situation that a person is confronted to, he or she will
refer to either collectivistic or individualistic aspects (Singelis, 1994). Having both

characteristics at the individual level allows people to be culturally sensitive and to adapt
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according to the cultural context (Singelis, 1994). In other words, “... it seems likely that
two aspects of self in relation to the collective can coexist, even though most prior
attempts to measure individualism-collectivism have assumed a single bipolar
dimension.” (Singelis, 1994, p.583)

Therefore, it is more appropriate to measure individualism/collectivism as
separate constructs when the samples are smaller and homogenous, and when the level of

analysis is the individual, as it is the case of this study.

Performance Appraisal and Individualism/Collectivism

As mention earlier, individualism/collectivism is the relationship between the
interests of the individual and those of a group (Hofstede, 1983). Individualistic cultures
emphasize more on personal achievements in performance evaluation while collectivist
cultures are more likely to emphasize team-based achievements (Milliman et al., 1998).
For instance, Milliman et al., (1998) found that employees in Spain, a collectivistic
society, place great importance on emotions and personal relationships in the work place,
and they believe that’ performance appraisal can never be able to give completely
objective feedback.

Unlike individualistic societies, work in a collectivist environment is not related
as much to an act of self-fulfilment or self-expression. Since usually an employee’s
priority is to fulfil the obligations according to the employment contract (Mendonca &
Kanungo, 1996), the focus of the performance evaluation shifts according to culture. For

example, in collectivistic societies performance appraisal systems tend to pay less
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attention to job objectives to focus on group work and harmony (Mendonca & Kanungo,
1996).

In fact, Sully de Luque and Sommer (2000), suggest that in collectivist societies,
performance appraisal and feedback will be oriented towards the group, while in
individualistic societies, evaluation and feedback will be addressed to the employee, with
no regards to the group were he/she works.

Furthermore, for Fletcher and Perry (2001), evaluation and feedback in
collectivist societies will not only be group oriented, but will have a more positive
connotation and will be focused on maintaining healthy relationships within the group
and the organization. These authors commented that individualistic societies will have
appraisals and feedback focused on job performance and relationships will not be as
important as in collectivist societies (Fletcher & Perry, 2001). Moreover, Milliman et al.,
(2002) suggested that evaluation in individualistic cultures is directed to improve the
individual’s performance and self-identity, while in collectivistic societies, appraisal is
directed to consider group’s harmony and relationships.

Researchers have determined that highly individualistic societies tend to deal
directly with conflict situations in performance appraisals while collectivist cultures are
more likely to deal with conflict in a more indirect manner (Milliman et al., 1998).
Therefore, high collectivist societies are more likely to minimize open criticism and
attention to mistakes in conflict situations, denominated ‘agreement management’
(Milliman et al., 1998). The relation between the employer and employee in these highly
collectivist societies typically involves protection in exchange for loyalty (Fletcher &

Perry, 2001).
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In highly collectivistic societies, actions that have the potential to cause conflict
within the group are avoided. Previous research has identified as important for highly
collectivist employees to reduce differences between members of the collective and
maintain group harmony (Fletcher & Perry, 2001). Therefore, it is expected that
collectivistic individuals will tend to be more uncomfortable with rating members of the
group, aiming to preserve and encourage the cohesion of the group. More individualistic
raters will be more comfortable with rating the performance of peers, with no particular
regards towards protecting the harmony and unity of the group. Therefore, it is expected
that highly collectivistic raters will present a higher level of discomfort with the
performance evaluation of peers. On the other hand, individualistic raters are expected to
be comfortable with rating the performance of peers, since they will not perceive the
evaluation process as a source of possible disharmony or conflict within the work group.

Hypotheses 1a and 1b propose the following:

Hypothesis 1a: Collectivism will be positively related to rater’s discomfort with peer

performance appraisal system.

Hypothesis 1b: Individualism will be negatively related to rater’s discomfort with peer

performance appraisal system.
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Discomfort and [eniency

As previously mentioned, research such as the studies by Villanova, Bernardin,
Dahmus and Sims in 1993, Tziner and Murphy in 1999, and Bernardin and Villanova in
2005, found a direct and positive relationship between discomfort with performance
evaluation and leniency. Looking for the causes of rater leniency, the study by Villanova
et al. (1993) was the first research to link rater discomfort with leniency. Research had
identified that leniency had little to do with unconscious errors as earlier believed, but
was closer to being a deliberate distortion of performance ratings (Longenecker, Sims &
Gioia, 1987; Murphy & Cleveland, 1995; Tziner, Murphy & Cleveland, 2005). The
reasons why raters would deliberately alter ratings vary from impression management to
political reasons (Longenecker, Sims & Gioia, 1987; Smith, Harrington & Houghton,
2000).

Given these results, research had already related leniency to other rater’s
characteristics such as rater’s personality and rater’s leadership style (Villanova,
Bernardin, Dahmus & Sims, 1993). Villanova et al. (1993) relied on these previous
findings that had related leniency with performance appraisal settings to hypothesize a
relationship between discomfort and leniency. Through this study, Villanova et al. (1993)
discovered that rater’s discomfort with the performance appraisal predicts rater’s
leniency. The authors concluded that when raters were uncomfortable with the
performance appraisal, leniency was higher than when raters are comfortable with the
evaluation process (Villanova, Bernardin, Dahmus & Sims, 1993). The reason for this
link between discomfort and leniency could be given by rater’s perception that rating

alteration could be a way to protect oneself from criticisms and to promote one’s position
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within the group (Tziner & Murphy, 1999). This view is supported by Longenecker et al.
(1987, p. 183) who concluded that “...appraisals have a significance that reaches far
beyond the few hours it takes to conduct them.” The awareness of the implications of the
appraisal mixed with ulterior motives such as controlling destinies, gaining influences
and other political considerations taint the appraisal process, elevating discomfort and
therefore, ratings (Longenecker, Sims & Gioia, 1987).

Villanova et al. (1993, p. 797) found that “... leniency can be predicted by rater
individual differences in performance appraisal discomfort... [which] ... appears to be a
relatively stable rater characteristic...” Six years later, Tziner and Murphy (1999) studied
the relationship between discomfort and leniency in an effort to corroborate previous
findings. The authors concluded that raters who indicated having higher levels of
discomfort regarding the performance appraisal were more likely to give higher ratings
(Tziner & Murphy, 1999).

Although the study by Tziner and Murphy (1999) had a very small sample (29
managers), these results are supported by the findings by Villanova et al. (1993) and
Bernardin and Villanova (2005). Therefore, it is expected to find the same tendency of

higher evaluations ratings by raters that are highly uncomfortable with the process.

Hypothesis 2: The discomfort of the rater with the performance evaluation process will
have an impact on the leniency of the performance evaluation ratings.
Specifically, the higher the level of discomfort a rater feels towards the

appraisal system, the more lenient his/her ratings will be.
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From the proposed hypotheses 1a, 1b and 2 as well as from the proposed model, it
can be expected to find a mediation of discomfort for the relationship between

individualism/collectivism and tendency of the evaluation.

Hypothesis 3a: Discomfort will mediate the relationship between collectivism and rater

leniency.

Hypothesis 3b: Discomfort will mediate the relationship between individualism and rater

leniency.

Discomfort and Reaction to Feedback

Previous research has determined that the factors that influence the reaction of a
ratee to feedback regarding his/her own performance are many. One of the factors that
affect reaction to feedback is the way the feedback is given or presented to the ratee.
Atwater & Brett (2006) determined that the format of the feedback has an effect on the
reaction towards feedback. Ratees would react more positively to feedback given as
scores and comparative information than when that same feedback information was in the
form of text (Atwater & Brett, 2006).

Ratee’s personal characteristics also have been pinpointed has having an effect on
reaction to feedback. Shrauger and Rosenberg (1970) determined that ratee’s self-esteem
also has an impact on reaction to feedback. Individuals with high self-esteem tend to

react more positively to feedback than people with low self-esteem. In a study following
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similar lines, Smith and Sarason (1975) determined that social anxiety has an effect on
reaction to feedback: individuals with high levels of social anxiety will perceive the same
feedback as more negative than individuals with low social anxiety. Furthermore,
Smither et al. (2005) determined that ratee’s personal characteristics such as breadth of
interest, emotional stability, responsibility and sociability would influence the
individual’s reactions towards feedback. Given the fact that the previously mentioned
research has determined that some personal characteristics have an impact on reaction to
feedback, it is expected that to find other personal differences that will also influence the
reaction to feedback. This research proposes that the level of discomfort with the
appraisal can be one of those individual characteristics that will have an effect on a
ratee’s reaction to feedback regarding his/her own performance.

As mentioned earlier, previous research as determined that there is a link between
rater discomfort and leniency (Villanova, Bernardin, Dahmus & Sims, 1993; Tziner &
Murphy, 1999; Bernardin & Villanova 2005), which is one area of the performance
appraisal system. Since rater discomfort refers to the level of distress that a rater feels
towards the performance appraisal system as a whole, it would be reasonable to expect a
link between the level of discomfort of a rater and other areas of the performance
appraisal system. In particular, it is expected to find a similar relationship between rater’s
discomfort level and rater’s reactions towards the feedback of his/her own performance.

Although no previous research has studied this relationship in particular, some
related studies have shed light on the subject, implying that there could be a relationship
between discomfort and reaction to feedback. In a study conducted in 1988, Russell and

Goode found a positive relationship between rater’s reactions to feedback of their own
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performance with system satisfaction. In this study, system satisfaction was conceived as
the degree of acceptance of the peer evaluation system. Furthermore, McEvoy and Buller
(1987) found that positive raters’ reactions towards feedback were related with good
experiences with past peer rating experiences. In other words, raters were comfortable
with receiving feedback when they perceived prior experiences with the appraisal as
satisfactory. Although both studies researched system satisfaction, this variable is closely
related to rater discomfort with the evaluation system. Therefore it is expected to find a
similar relationship as the ones previously found but this time between discomfort and

reaction to feedback.

Hypothesis 4: Rater’s reactions towards feedback regarding their own performance will
be affected by the rater’s level of discomfort. It is expected to find that
the higher the discomfort with the performance evaluation, the higher

the discomfort with receiving feedback will be.

From hypotheses 1a, 1b and 4, it is expected to find that discomfort will mediate
the relationship between individualism/collectivism and reaction to feedback. In fact, for
highly collectivistic raters, dealing with feedback regarding their performance could be as
disagreeable as rating others. Highly collectivistic raters will not only avoid giving but
also receiving feedback dealing with work performance. The following hypotheses
follow the propositions by Sully de Luque and Sommer (2000) who described that
feedback behaviour should be different across cultures. Therefore, different cultures will

imply different feedback needs and sources. This means that the cultural background will
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affect the determination with which an employee will seek feedback (Sully de Luque &

Sommer, 2000).

Hypothesis 5a: Discomfort will mediate the relationship between collectivism and

reaction to feedback.

Hypothesis Sb: Discomfort will mediate the relationship between individualism and

reaction to feedback.

Diagram 2
Hypotheses
Collectivisim
Hia Discomfort with HZ
Hib Peer Evaluation H4
Rater's Level of _--‘_--- ---_":;'.'.'; Peaction to
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Methodology

Sample

Undergraduate students from a second year business course were invited to
pérticipate. The total sample used in this study consisted of 105 students (of 5 different
sections, with classes given by 4 different professors), of which 57 were male and 48
were female. On average, the age for this sample was 25 years old, while the reported
GPA was 3.5.

As part of the course requirements, students had to form teams in order to develop
a group project. The size of the group varied between 3 and 6 members, with the average
being 4 members per group. This team had to work during the semester on a research that
dealt with the study of individual behaviour in formal organizations. Students could
research topics such as motivation, leadership and group behaviour, among others. By the
end of the semester, the group had to hand in a printed version of the project, as well as to

present it orally to the rest of the class.

Procedure

At the beginning of the semester, participants were asked to fill out an online
survey designed by the researchers, previously approved by the University Human
Research Ethics Committee (HREC). Students were asked to log in and complete the
questionnaire that included demographic questions (such as age, gender, GPA and
ethnicity), as well as scales to measure their level of individualism/collectivism and
impression management. Students were told that their responses would contribute to a
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study regarding evaluator discomfort, but no other specific information regarding the
study was given. There was no mention about the hypotheses or the links that would be
tested between individualism/collectivism, rater discomfort and rater reaction to
feedback. This was done in order to avoid responses tainted by social desirability.

Weeks later and as part of their course, the students had to evaluate their group
members through an online evaluation system. This second questionnaire consisted of an
existing system that has been used at Concordia University for several years. The original
questionnaire was modified in order to include questions regarding the students’
discomfort with the peer evaluation system, and their reactions towards the feedback they
receive regarding their own work performance during the group project.

Although anonymity was ensured, the students’ ID number was recorded in order
to match the information obtained through both instruments. The course instructor never
had any access to the collected data and after the matching was done, all identification

was erased.

Measures

Rater’s Individualism/Collectivism: To measure the individualism/collectivism of
the evaluator, the Self-Construal Scale designed by Singelis (1994) was used. Each item
is answered as a Likert scale with 7 points (1=Strongly Agree, 7=Strongly Disagree).
This scale has been widely used since its development in 1994 so it seemed appropriate
to use it in this context. The scale includes items such as: "I have respect for the authority
figures with whom I interact”; "I’d rather say “No” directly than risk being

misunderstood"; and "I enjoy being unique and different from others in many respects".
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The Cronbach o were 0.73 for individualism (independent) and 0.70 for collectivism

(interdependent) subscales.

Rater discomfort with peer evaluations: A scale had to be developed in order to
could measure this new scenario of peer evaluation, that hasn’t been considered in the
existent rater discomfort scales. Therefore, to measure rater discomfort with horizontal
evaluations, a scale DPE (Discomfort with Peer Evaluation) was constructed. Items from
the PADS (Villanova et al., 1993) plus some items from the Performance Appraisal Self-
Efficacy Scale (PASES, Bernardin & Villanova, 2005) were modified to make them
appropriate to measure rater’s discomfort with peer evaluations in an academic
environment. Extra items that do not appear in any of the previously mentioned scales
were added too, in an attempt to make the scale more complete. This new rater
discomfort scale asks the participants to think about the process of rating the performance
of a peer or group member and evaluating their level of discomfort in a 5 point Likert
Scale, where 1= No Discomfort and 5= High Discomfort (See Appendix 1). The
reliability of the DPE scale was 0.84.

This scale includes 3 subscales, which resemble the three-step process by Murphy
& Cleveland (1991). The first subscale corresponds to the discomfort of collecting
information that will be used for evaluation purposes. This subscale was called
“Collecting Info” and it includes the actions for obtaining information regarding the
employee’s performance. This first subscale is very similar to the first step of the model

by Murphy and Cleveland (1991). The two items that form this subscale are related to the
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gathering and use of information for appraisal purposes. “Collecting Info” has a
Cronbach a=0.83.

The second subscale was named “Rating” because it assesses the discomfort of
actually rating a peer, therefore including the subset of actions of both the second and
third stage of the model by Murphy and Cleveland (1991) that deal with evaluating a
peer. In this stage and in order to consolidate the obtained information regarding job
performance, the rater applies judgement to combine it and integrate it (Murphy &
Cleveland, 1991). After the information is judged and pooled, the rater evaluates the
ratee, assessing whether the worker’s job performance (Murphy & Cleveland, 1991).
The alpha of the “Rating” subscale was 0.77.

Finally, the third subscale measured the discomfort felt by the rater after the rating
process was over. In this stage, students can review the ratings they were given by their
team members and have to deal the possible consequences of the ratings they gave.

Therefore, this subscale was named “Post Rating”, with o= 0.75.

Factor Analysis

To test if the scale worked appropriately, a principal factor analysis was done
(Whitley, 2001). It is important to mention that the sample size is relatively small for this
kind for analysis, therefore the results of this factor analysis can only be considered
exploratory.

Since the items may be correlated, an oblique rotation (Promax) was used in this
analysis. Table 1 shows the communality matrix for the DPE scale. As it can be noticed,

the common variance of seven of the ten items is above 0.60 and two of the remaining
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show an extraction higher than 0.50. Only item 3 of the DPE scale shows a lower
extraction, with 0.35. These results are similar to the ones obtained at the reliability
analysis of the scale, that shows that all the items are useful and linked to each other,
therefore forming a tight scale (see table 3).

Taking 0.35 as the cutting point, it can be noticed that the Pattern Matrix (table 1)
shows two main factors. The first factor includes items 3 to 10, basically both subscales
Rating and Post Rating as one factor. The second factor consists of items 1 and 2,
previously categorized as the Collecting Information subscale. Even though these results
show that the Rating and Post Rating subscales are correlated, it was decided not to
merge them and to use them as they were designed, for these items relate to similar but
yet different aspects of the performance appraisal. The fact that the reliabilities for both
subscales are above 0.74, reaffirms the notion that using the subscales as previously
designed for further exploratory analysis does not contradict the results obtained through
the factor analysis. These results verify that the created DPE works suitably for this

sample.
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Table 1: Communalities

Table 2: Pattern Matrix

Initial Extraction Component
DPEI: Collecting Info 1 0.75 1 2
DPE2: Using observations 1 0.82 DPEI: Collecting Info 0.85
DPE3: Evaluating perf. 1 0.35 DPE2: Using observations 0.97
DPE4: Assigning ratings 1 0.58 DPE3: Evaluating perf. 0.39
DPES3: Distributing points 1 0.51 DPEA4: Assigning ratings 0.72
DPE6: Writting feedback 1 0.63 DPES: Distributing points 0.50
DPE7: Talking to peer 1 0.60 DPES6: Writting feedback 0.70
DPES: Giving suggestions 1 0.57 DPE7: Talking to peer 0.77
DPE9: Working again 1 0.60 DPES: Giving suggestions 0.70
DPE10: Develop friendship 1 0.41 DPE9: Working again 0.84
Extraction Method: DPE10: Develop friendship 0.70
Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method:
Promax with Kaiser Normalization.
a.- Rotation convérged in 3 iterations
Table 3: Reliability Analysis DPE Scale (a=0.84)
Cronbach's
Scale Mean if Scale Variance Alpha if
Item Deleted if Item Deleted Corrected Item-Total Correlation Item Deleted

DPEI: 3532 35.03 0.49 0.83

DPE2 35.20 36.83 0.31 0.85

DPE3 35.18 34.00 0.46 0.84

DPE4 3542 33.19 0.66 0.82

DPES5 3520 32.74 0.59 0.82

DPE6 35.37 31.29 0.69 0.81

DPE7 35.59 31.03 0.63 0.82

DPE8 35.36 32.54 0.64 0.82

DPES 36.06 30.50 0.55 0.83

DPE10 35.81 32.77 0.43 0.84
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Rater leniency: In the existing online system the students have to evaluate the
performance of their group members according to 4 criteria: Cooperation, Conceptual
Contributions, Practical Contributions, and Work Ethic. In each category there is a brief
description of what the criteria measures so that the rater can distribute 50 points among
the group members according to their performance in each dimension. There is also a
section for students to write comments regarding qualitative aspects of their peers’
performance, and 2 questions dealing with an overall evaluation of each peer according to
his or her performance. These last two items (“Overall, I am satisfied with the
performance of this team-mate in the group project” and “The performance of this team-
mate has been, in general, excellent”) that were measured with a Likert scale of 7 points,
were 1=Strongly Agree and 7=Strongly Disagree, were used to estimate the tendency of
the evaluation (leniency). The reliability of these two items was 0.96.

To measure leniency, three different variables were calculated. The first measure
was named Minimum Evaluation. It consisted of the minimum evaluation given by a rater
in both of the two items previously described to any of his/her team members. This
measure therefore corresponds to the lowest evaluation given by a rater during the
evaluation process. The second measure was called Average Evaluation and it
corresponded to the evaluations given by a rater to every group member in both items
that were later aggregated and then the average evaluation was calculated. In other words,
this measure consists of the average evaluation of performance given by a rater to his/her
team members. Finally, Evaluation Variance calculated the difference between the lowest
and the highest evaluation given by a rater in both items was calculated. This measure

reflects the span of the evaluation given by a rater within his/her group.
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Reactions to Feedback: The online evaluation system included the scale Reactions
to Feedback by Smither, Wohlers, & London (1995). This scale deals with rater’s
reactions to feedback regarding his/her own performance. Some of the items included in
this questionnaire are: “I found that the feedback that I received was clear”, “I found that
the feedback that I received was applicable”, and “I found that the feedback that I
received was useful”, that were measured by a 5 point Likert scale (1=Strongly Agree
and 5=Strongly Disagree). The reliability of this scale was 0.92.

The students have to access the online evaluation system to review the evaluations
regarding their own performance after every team member has completed the rating
process. Only then the students are asked to fill out the Reactions to Feedback scale.
Usually this happens at the very end of the semester when the course is over. Therefore,
the number of students that actually complete this last questionnaire decreases
considerably. In this case, only 14 students filled out the Reactions to Feedback scale,

which means that the data regarding this scale is available for only 14% of the sample.

Control variables: Five control variables were included in this study, Age,
Gender, GPA, Years in the Program and Impression Management. Age and Gender were
controlled to ensure that hypothesized relationships between variables were common to
both genders and to all ages, therefore eliminating alternative explanations for obtained
results dealing with differences in demographics. As it can be seen on table 4, the sample
was equally represented by both genders. Regarding age, the sample has a mean of 25
years, with the youngest student being 18 years old, and the oldest 42 years old (see

Table 4),
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Years in the Program and GPA were also controlled. In the case of Years in the
Program, previous research has suggested that there may be a relationship between
discomfort and experience. Smith, Harrington & Houghton (2000) argued that experience
could affect communication reticence, which is positively related to discomfort.
Therefore and to check for a direct influence of experience on discomfort, Years in the
Program was controlled.

Regarding GPA or performance, this variable was controlled following the same
logic as Years in the Program: it could be the case that discomfort or even leniency may
vary according to the rater’s own performance. Since previous research has determined
that agreeableness and conscientiousness have an effect on leniency (Bernardin, Cooke &
Villanova, 2000) it may be the case that other rater’s personal characteristics may also
have an effect on leniency and/or discomfort.

Table 4 shows the means and standard deviation for both Years in the Program
and GPA. It is important to mention that this reported GPA varied from 1.77 to 4.03,
while Years in the Program varied from 0.5 to 6, therefore showing a variance between
respondents.

Social desirability in the form of impression management was included as a
control variable. This variable was controlled because it has been argued that sometimes
subjects tend respond or react in a way that will make them look good, instead of
answering truthfully (Paulhus, 1991). Asking students to reveal their cultural background
or their level of discomfort with the evaluation of peers may be sensitive issues for some
and although anonymity was assured, it could be the case that these scales created a need

in some students to present themselves not as they are but as they think they are expected
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to be. Therefore and in order to verify that the data was not tainted by social desirability,
12 items from the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding (BIDR) by Paulhus
(1991) were included in the questionnaire. This scale is measured in a 5 point Likert scale
(1=Strongly Agree and 5=Strongly Disagree), and includes items such as: “I have never
dropped litter on the street” and “I have done things that I don’t tell other people about™.

The reliability of this scale was 0.73.
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Results

Table 4 presents the correlation between the variables used in this study. It also
shows the reliabilities for each scale and subscale used, as well as descriptive statistics
for each variable. Among other relationships, these results reveal a positive relationship
between collectivism and discomfort, as well as between individualism and discomfort
(see Table 4). It can be noticed too that there is a positive relationship between
discomfort and both average and minimum evaluation, while the relationship between
discomfort and evaluation variance is negative (see Table 4).

Given that all three measures of leniency presented the exact same results, it was
decided to present the results obtained with only one of the measures. In order to make
the presentation of the results easier to read and understand, evaluation tendency will be
conceptualized as the average evaluation given by the rater. It is important to mention
that this has been the measure used in previous studies dealing with rater leniency
(Villanova, Bernardin, Dahmus & Sims, 1993)

Self reported GPA, Age, Years in the program, Gender and Impression
Management were the control variables in this study.

It is interesting to notice on Table 4 that the average level of discomfort was 3,94.

“1”

Considering that represented being comfortable with evaluating peers while “5”
represented being extremely uncomfortable with the appraisal process, the average
discomfort is quite high. Regardless of the cultural background, on average all raters

were uncomfortable with rating a peer. Furthermore, the standard deviation is 0.63, which

shows that the variance of the level of discomfort felt by the raters was relatively small.
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Of the three subscales included in the discomfort measure (DPE), raters presented the
highest average discomfort with collecting information for the appraisal (4.13).

It can be observed on Table 4 that most of the control variables were not
significantly correlated to the variables in the model. One exception is the positive
correlation between gender and the first subscale of the DPE. This correlation shows that
men are uncomfortable with observing behaviour and collecting information that will be
later used to evaluate performance. Women o the other hand do not show discomfort with
this task of the peer evaluation system. A second exception is the negative correlation
found between age and the level of individualism. This result suggests that older raters

present lower levels of individualism.
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In order to test hypothesis 1a, a regression analysis was conducted. Hypothesis 1
proposed that the relationship between collectivism and discomfort with the peer
evaluation system would be positive. The support for this hypothesis can be found on the
second regression of Table 5, the regression between collectivism and discomfort. The
significant increase in R square (AR*= 0.05, $=0.23, p<.05) between the regression with
the control variables and the regression that includes collectivism supports the
significance of this relationship. Furthermore, the beta obtained is significant and
positive, suggesting that the higher the rater’s collectivism, the higher the rater’s

discomfort with the evaluation process. Therefore, hypothesis 1a is supported.

Table 5

Test for DPE as Mediator of the Collectivism-Leniency Relationship

Beta R? AR?*
Collectivism -> Leniency: Average Evaluation
Model 1 Control .04 .04
Model 2 Collectivism 23%* .09 05*
Collectivism -> Discomfort (DPE)
Model 1 Control .06 .06
Model 2 Collectivism 23* A1 05*

Discomfort (DPE) -> Leniency: Average Evaluation
Model 1 Control + Collectivism .09 .09
Model 2 DPE 29% .16 07*

Collectivism and Discomfort (DPE) -> Leniency: Average Evaluation

Model 1 Control + DPE .14 .14
Model 2 Collectivism .16 .16 .02
* p<.05
** p< 01
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Hypothesis 1b proposed that there would be a negative relationship between
individualism and discomfort with the peer evaluation. The second regression of Table 6
shows that even though the relationship between these two variables is significant, the
direction not as expected. There is a significant increase in the R square (AR? = 0.06,
$=0.24, p<.05) between the regression with the control variables and the regression that
includes individualism, but the beta obtained is positive and not negative as hypothesized.
This evidence suggests that the relationship between individualism and discomfort is
significant and positive, suggesting that the higher the rater’s individualism, the higher
the rater’s discomfort with the evaluation process. Therefore, hypothesis 1b is not

supported.

Table 6

Test for DPE as Mediator of the Individualism -Leniency Relationship

Beta R? AR®*
Individualism ->Leniency: Average Evaluation
Model 1 Control .04 .04
Model 2 Individualism .07 .05 .01
Individualism -> Discomfort (DPE)
Model 1 Control .06 .06
Model 2 Individualism 24% 12 06*

Discomfort (DPE) -> Leniency: Average Evaluation
Model 1 Control + Individualism .05 .05
Model 2 DPE 33% 15 10%

Individualism and Discomfort (DPE) -> Leniency: Average Evaluation

Model 1 Control +DPE 14 .14
Model 2 Individualism -.01 .14 .00
* p<.05

**p<01
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As found by previous research, hypothesis 2 proposed that there would be positive
relationship between discomfort and average evaluation. As it can be noticed on Table 7,
there is a significant relationship between these two variables. The significant increase in
R square (AR? = 0.10, B=0.33, p<.05) confirms that the results are similar to those found
in previous research (Villanova, Bernardin, Dahmus & Sims, 1993; Tziner & Murphy,
1999; Bernardin & Villanova 2005). According to the beta obtained, this relationship is
positive, which means that higher discomfort will result in higher average evaluation,

thus supporting hypothesis 2.

Table 7

Test for Relationship between Discomfort and Average Evaluation

Beta R? AR®*
Discomfort -> Average Evaluation
Model 1 Control .04 .04
Model 2 DPE 33 14 J10*
* p<.05
** p<.01

In order to test the mediation hypotheses 3a and 3b, the mediation approach
proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986) was used. This approach consists of 4 steps, each
one requiring a different regression equation. Step one requires a regression equation to
show that the independent variable affects the dependent variable. Step two consists of a
regression equation to correlate the independent variable to the mediator. Step three tests
the complete model by regressing the mediator (as the independent variable) to the

dependent variable, while controlling for the independent variable. The fourth and final
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step provides support for complete mediation and requires that the effect of the
independent variable on the dependent variable to be zero when the mediator is
controlled.

All four steps proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986) were calculated through
hierarchical regressions. The test for discomfort as a mediator for the relationship
between collectivism and average evaluation can be seen on Table 5. First, the
relationship between collectivism and average evaluation is significant (AR? = 0.05,
B=0.23, p<.05); second, there is a significant relationship between collectivism and
discomfort (AR = 0.05, B=0.23, p<.05); third, when collectivism is controlled, a
significant relationship between discomfort and average evaluation can be appreciated
(AR? = 0.07, B=0.29, p<.05); and finally the effect of collectivism on average evaluation
when discomfort is controlled is not significant (AR?=0.02, B=0.16, ns). Therefore, these
results support the complete mediation of DPE in the collectivism — average evaluation
relationship. Hypothesis 3a was supported.

Table 6 presents the same steps of the Baron and Kenny’s procedure (1986) but
this time with discomfort as the mediator of the relationship between individualism and
average evaluation. In this case the mediation of discomfort was not supported because
there was no support to the first step of the model: The relationship between
individualism and average evaluation is not significant (AR = 0.01, $=0.07, ns), as it can
be seen on the first regression of Table 6. The other 3 steps of the Baron and Kenny’s
model (1986) are supported by the results: there is a significant relationship between
individualism and discomfort (AR? = 0.06, p=0.24, p<.05); the relationship between

discomfort and average evaluation is significant when individualism is controlled (AR* =
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0.10, B=0.33, p<.05); and the effect of individualism on average evaluation when
discomfort is controlled is not significant (AR = 0.00, p=-0.01, ns). Since the first step is
not supported it implies that discomfort is not a mediator of the relationship between
individualism and average evaluation. Therefore, hypothesis 3b was not supported.

In order to investigate these unexpected results, exploratory analyses were
calculated in order to analyse the influence of both collectivism and individualism on all
three subscales of the DPE. Table 8 shows the results obtained for collectivism while

Table 9 has the results for individualism.

Table 8

Test for DPE Subscales Relationship with Collectivism

Beta R? AR?*

Collectivism > Collecting Information

Model 1 Control .07 .07
Model 2 Collectivism 0 .07 .00
Collectivism -> Rating

Model 1 Control .07 .07
Model 2 Collectivism .30* .16 .09+
Collectivism -> Post Rating
Model 1 Control .03 .03
Model 2 Collectivism .18* .06 .03
* p<.05

** p<.01
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Table 9

Test for DPE Subscales Relationship with Individualism

Beta R? ARZ*

Individualism -> Collecting Information

Model 1 Control .07 .07
Model 2 Individualism .26* .14 07*
Individualism -> Rating

Model 1 Control .07 .07
Model 2 Individualism 22% 12 .05*
Individualism -> Post Rating

Model 1 Control .03 .03
Model 2 Individualism .16 .06 .03
* p<.05

** p<.01

While collectivism is only related to discomfort with rating (AR? = 0.09, p=0.30,
p<.05, see Table 8), individualism is related to both discomfort with collecting
information (AR? = 0.07, p=0.26, p<.05) and rating (AR? = 0.05, p=0.22, p<.05, see Table
9). It seems that even though both individualism and collectivism are related to
discomfort with peer evaluation, the root or reason behind that discomfort is different.
Further analysis is needed to solve this issue since the present data does not allow a more

in depth analysis of the causes of discomfort.

Even though the sample size to test hypotheses 4, 5a and 5b was extremely small
(n=14), regressions were conducted as well to test these hypotheses. Results for
hypothesis 4 can be found on Table 10. Results for the relationship between discomfort
and reaction to feedback are not significant (AR? = .01, p= -0.14, ns), therefore,

hypothesis 4 was not supported.
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Table 10

Test for Relationship between Discomfort and Reaction to Feedback

Beta R’ AR**
Discomfort -> Reaction to Feedback
Model 1 Control 54 54
Model 2 DPE -.14 .53 .01
* p<.05
** p<.01

Tables 11 and 12 display the results obtained for mediation hypotheses 5a and 5Sb.
The results show no support for either mediation model. The results do not support the
mediation of discomfort for the relationship of either collectivism or individualism to
reaction to feedback. Further analysis is needed in order to verify if these results are
product of a reduced sample size or if there is no relationship between discomfort with
the performance appraisal and discomfort with feedback on the rater’s own performance.

Hypotheses 5a and 5b were not supported.
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Table 11

Test for DPE as Mediator of the Collectivism-Reaction to Feedback Relationship

Beta R? ARZ *
Collectivism -> Reaction to Feedback
Model 1 Control 53 53
Model 2 Collectivism .36 .63 .10
Collectivism -> DPE
Model 1 Control .06 .06
Model 2 Collectivism 23* 11 05*
DPE -> Reaction to Feedback
Model 1 Control + Collectivism .63 .63
Model 2 DPE -.08 .64 .01
Collectivism and DPE = Reaction to Feedback
Model 1 Control + DPE 54 54
Model 2 Collectivism 35 .64 .10
* p<.05
** p<.01

Table 12

Test for DPE as Mediator of the Individualism - Reaction to Feedback Relationship

Beta R? ARZ*
Individualism -> Reaction to Feedback
Model 1 Control .53 .53
Model 2 Individualism 55 .65 12
Individualism -> DPE
Model 1 Control .06 .06
Model 2 Individualism 24* 11 05*
DPE -> Reaction to Feedback
Model 1 Control + Individualism .65 .65
Model 2 DPE -.36 1 .06
Individualism and DPE -> Reaction to Feedback
Model 1 Control + DPE 54 54
Model 2 Individualism .72 Vi 17
* p<.05
** n<.01
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An exploratory analysis was done to investigate which of the DPE subscales were
related to average evaluation. It can be noticed on Table 13 that discomfort with
collecting information to be used for the evaluation is not related to average evaluation.

Discomfort with rating and post rating are both positively related to average evaluation.

Table 13

Test for DPE subscales and Leniency Relationship

DPE: DPE: DPE:
Collecting Info Rating Post Rating

Beta R? AR?** Beta R? AR?#* Beta R? AR *
DPE -> Average Evaluation
Model 1 Control .04 .04 .04 .04 .04 .04
Model 2 DPE .10 .05 .01 28* A1 07* 32+ .14 10%
* p<.05
** p<.01
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Discussion and Conclusion

The results obtained confirmed previous findings that related discomfort with
rater leniency (Villanova, Bernardin, Dahmus & Sims, 1993; Tziner & Murphy, 1999). It
could be observed that higher levels of discomfort with the performance appraisal would
result in leniency. The data also supported the hypothesis of the existence of a positive
relationship between collectivism and discomfort. These results imply that raters with
higher levels of collectivism will present higher levels of discomfort with the
performance appraisal. These conclusions are especially relevant when joined. In fact, it
was found that discomfort mediated the relationship between collectivism and evaluation
tendency. Therefore, the collectivism level of a rater has in fact a tangible impact on
performance appraisals. Higher levels of collectivism are related to higher levels of
discomfort with peer appraisal, which are related to rater leniency. This evidence
suggests that exporting multi-source feedback practices to collectivistic cultures may
undermine the validity of the whole evaluation system, by introducing leniency and
therefore tainting ‘real’ evaluation scores. These results could be the first step towards
more research dealing with the effects of cultural background on performance appraisal
and other commonly used human resources management tools.

The positive relationship found between individualism and discomfort was
unexpected, for it shows that both individualistic and collectivistic raters are
uncomfortable with rating peers. Although it was not in the scope of this research, it can
be hypothesized that these findings are due to the fact that discomfort is different for

individualistic and collectivistic raters for it relates to different aspects of the evaluation

46



process. In other words, it is possible that individualism relates to a discomfort with the
actual process of evaluating (such as observing behaviour, accessing the online peer
evaluation system, dedicating time to write feedback), while collectivism is related to
discomfort with the social implications of rating a peer (for example, assigning ratings
that oppose peer’s expectations, evaluating performance regardless of personal like or
dislike for the evaluated peer). On one hand, the discomfort experienced by
individualistic raters could come from considering the expenditure of time and dedication
on evaluating peers as an annoyance and aggravation, since it is a task that is probably
not considered as part of their role or responsibility. On the other hand, collectivistic
raters may perceive that the social implications of evaluating a peer are too great and
important, therefore creating a discomfort with the appraisal process. This line of thought
follows the conclusions reached by Fried, Tiegs and Bellamy (1992), who found that
raters with high discomfort would choose not to perform the appraisal at all when given
the option. Fried et al. (1992) did not analyse the cultural background of the raters, so
more research is needed to clarify this aspect, but it could be possible that although the
causes of discomfort differ between these groups, discomfort is present on both
collectivistic and individualistic raters.

The presented theory is correct and the causes of discomfort are in fact different
for collectivistic and individualistic raters, it could explain the results obtained for
hypotheses 3a and 3b. As mentioned earlier, the mediation of discomfort was supported
for the relationship between collectivism and evaluation tendency, but it was not
supported for individualism and evaluation tendency. Although both collectivistic and

individualistic raters are uncomfortable with rating peers, only collectivistic raters allow
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this discomfort to have an impact on the evaluations. In fact even though the
individualistic raters show discomfort with the evaluation, there is no relationship
between this discomfort and the given ratings. In other words, individualistic evaluators
do not seem to allow discomfort to influence their judgement, while collectivistic raters
allow discomfort to affect their given rating through leniency. These results could suggest
that while it is not particularly relevant to reduce the discomfort of individualistic raters,
decreasing the discomfort of collectivistic raters is vital for the validity of a peer
appraisal.

Unfortunately the present study could not reach valid conclusions for any of the 3
hypotheses that dealt with reaction to feedback. The small sample size obtained for this
variable made it impossible to verify if hypotheses 4, 5a and 5b were not supported
because of a real lack of relationship between the variables or because the sample was too

small to detect any relationships. Further research is needed in order to clarify this issue.

Implications for Practice

The findings of the present study suggest that special attention should be given to
reduce the discomfort experienced by collectivistic raters, since the discomfort felt by
this group of raters will impact the ratings through leniency. It seems very relevant to try
to keep the discomfort level as low as possible through the facilitation of the rating
process. Collectivistic raters are uncomfortable with assigning ratings, evaluating peers
and providing written feedback, among other actions included in the evaluation process.

Therefore, it could prove effective to try to decrease the level of discomfort with this
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process by simplifying the rating form itself, in order to make the evaluation as smooth as
possible. This could mean that in collectivistic countries evaluation forms should be very
simple and should refrain from complicated measures (such as forced rankings) and
mandatory written feedback. In this study, the evaluation form used a forced-ranking
process in which raters had to distribute a total amount of points among group members.
It may be that collectivistic raters feel that this is a tough and difficult task. Therefore, a
way to reduce discomfort could be through evaluation forms that are use Likert scales or
similar measures instead of systems where it is required to assign ratings.

Another possibility is that even though raters were assured anonymity, they might
have felt that in small working groups assuring anonymity is more of a good intention
than a reality. Therefore, in order for collectivistic raters to feel more comfortable with
evaluating peers, it could be useful to not only ensure anonymity before the rating
process begins but also during and after the evaluation. The appraisal system used in this
study allowed ratees to have direct access to their ratings, with no filter or intermediary.
Raters may have felt more at ease with the appraisal if their evaluations had reached the
ratee through a third person, such as a supervisor. In work settings, the use of an
intermediary such as a HR specialist may reduce the discomfort with the rating aspect of
the appraisal system, reducing rater leniency.

A third suggestion would be to inform raters about the purpose of the appraisal. In
this study, peer ratings were incorporated into the ratees’ final grade. Therefore, raters
should have perceived this appraisal system as having evaluative purposes. Considering
that McEvoy and Buller (1987) found that attitudes towards peer appraisal were more

favourable when the evaluations were used for developmental purposes instead of having
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an evaluative function. It may be the case that in order to reduce leniency and discomfort,
peer ratings should be collected only for developmental reasons.

Finally, previous research has suggested that both leniency and discomfort with
the appraisal are significantly reduced when raters are trained. Bernardin & Villanova
(2005) provided Self-Efficacy Training to raters (SET-R) and discovered that after the
training was completed, leniency was considerably reduced, as well as rater discomfort.
Most of the students that participated in the present study had no previous experience
with peer evaluations. Furthermore, students only received a brief explanation from their
professors on how to use the appraisal system at the beginning of the semester, with no
turther training detailed or otherwise. Communicating the importance of accurate ratings
and training raters in the appraisal process could help reduce the discomfort that raters
feel with the process and therefore decrease rater leniency, making ratings more accurate

and useful for every human resources strategy.

Limitations

This research is not without limitations. The first issue is related to the sample
since it was composed of undergraduate students. It is unknown whether the results
obtained would be the same if the sample had been composed of full time employees.
The main issue could be rooted on the characteristics that differentiate the working
relationships and conditions of students and employees. The work relationship for
students ends once the semester is over while for employees, the work relationship does

not have a particular expiration date. It may be possible to find higher levels of
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discomfort on an employee sample, since giving a bad rating to a peer could imply an on-
going source of social problems for the rater.

A second limitation deals the low response rate obtained for the measure dealing
with rater’s reaction to feedback. Since only 14 students completed this section of the
peer evaluation system, it was impossible to reach any solid conclusions for hypotheses
4, 5a and 5b. Future studies need to address this issue in order to get a higher response
rate that would allow hypotheses testing.

Third, the use of self report could imply that the results are tainted by social
desirability. Several steps were taken in order to minimize this possibility. The students
had to answer to separate questionnaires at different points in time. This time gap and the
fact that students were not given any details on the hypotheses of this study, imply that
there are no particular reasons to believe that the students would modify their responses
in any particular way. Furthermore, social desirability was measured through the
impression management scale and the results show no reason to suspect that the results
could be altered by this variable.

A fourth limitation of this research corresponds to its design. Since this is a
correlational study, it is impossible to determine causality or the direction of the
relationship between variables. The hypotheses presented are based on the idea that
individualism/collectivism is inherent to the person, rooted on education and upbringing.
It is difficult to conceive that discomfort with the evaluation could cause individualism or
collectivism. Yet, because of the correlational nature of this study, causality and

directionality cannot be determined.
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Finally, same source variance could be a threat to the conclusions reached by this
study. To diminish this danger, two different questionnaires were filled by the students at
two different points in time, therefore following the suggestion by Ostroff et al. (2002,
pg. 366) that “...researchers can reduce response bias associated with common method
variance by incorporating time delays between the measurement of independent and
dependent variables.” Furthermore, previous research has downplayed the importance of
same source variance. Keeping and Levy (2000, pg 721) concluded that “...our study,
along with these other studies, which examine the role of common method variance in
separate research areas, arrive at a very similar conclusion: common method variance

exists, but at low and usually inconsequential levels.”

Conclusions

Individual characteristics have a bigger impact on daily activities than we would
like to believe. It is only natural, then, that these personal characteristics also have an
effect on occupational activities. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect cultural background
to also have an impact on commonly used human resources practices. Previous research
has determined that cultural background in general, and individualism/collectivism in
particular, has an impact on some human resources tools. For example, cultural
background would have an affect on providing feedback. Ogawa and Welden (1972)
found evidence to support the hypothesis that collectivistic societies provide less explicit
feedback than individualistic societies, where non verbal communication is less relevant

than in collectivistic cultures. Furthermore, there may be a difference between what
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motivates individualistic and collectivistic workers. Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner
(1998) suggested that individualistic workers will prefer tangible rewards (such as extra
money and shares), while collectivistic workers will be motivated through intangible
rewards (recognition and advancement possibilities, for example).

This research is the first step to identify that individualism/collectivism has an
impact on rater discomfort and therefore on leniency. This implies that performance
appraisals are directly affected by the cultural background of the rater, for ratings are
altered and conclusions obtained are tainted by factors outside an employee’s objective
work performance.

Although this study has its limitations, it is a contribution to the rater discomfort
literature and to the research on multicultural management. Future research could explore
more in depth the causes of discomfort in order to determine with more precision which
particular areas of the performance appraisal create discomfort for raters. Only then more
specific recommendations could be made for managers that deal with multicultural
workforces and that would like no only to improve the validity of the appraisal but also to
make the evaluation process more agreeable for both raters and ratees. Performance
evaluations are important and should be kept as a human resource management tool, but

there is a lot of space for improvement for this tool and its implementation.
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Appendix 1

DPE

When evaluating the performance of your group members or peers, how comfortable do you feel...

ND=No discomfort and HD=High discomfort

Collecting information of your peers’ performance to assign accurate ratings
ND 0] o 0] (0] 0] HD
Using and trusting your observations to assign ratings
ND 0] 0] 0] 0] 0] HD
Evaluating peer’s performance independent of your personal like or dislike for that person
ND o 0] 0] 0] 0] HD
Assigning ratings that are accurate but that you know may disagree with your peer’s expectations
ND 0] o 0] 0] 0] HD
Distributing points among your peers according to their performance
ND 0] o 0] 0] 0] HD
Providing written feedback or comments regarding peer’s performance
ND o 0] o (0] 0] HD
Talking to a peer about the evaluation you gave him/her
ND 0] 0] 0] 0] 0] HD
Telling a peer how his/her performance can improve if he/she asks for your advice
ND 0] 0] 0] 0] 0] HD
In future courses, being in the same work group with a peer whose performance you evaluated as below a\
ND 0] 0] 0] 0] 0] HD
Developing a friendship or social relationship with a peer whose performance you evaluated as below avel
ND 0] 0] 0] o 0] HD

¢ Subscale Collecting Info: Items 1 & 2
¢ Subscale Rating: Items3,4,5&6

¢ Subscale Post Rating: Items 7, 8,9 & 10
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