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1. Background 
The idea behind performance appraisals, and feedback in general, is that employees will better 
understand both their strengths and the areas they need to improve leading to overall growth and 
professional development. Some leaders believe employees need to hear negative feedback in 
order to grow, thinking it will serve as a motivator. This CAT was conducted to determine 
whether negative feedback improves employee performance.  
 
 

2. Question  
 
Does negative feedback improve employee performance? 
 
PICOC 
 

P: Employees 

I: Negative feedback 

C: Positive feedback 

O: Performance 

C: In an organization 

 
 

3. Inclusion Criteria 
 

1) Date: published in the period 2000 to 2018 for meta-analyses and the period 2000 to 
2018 for primary studies. 

2) Language: articles in English 
3) Type of studies: quantitative, empirical studies 
4) Study design: meta-analyses or primary research 



5) Measurement: a) studies measuring the effect of negative feedback on performance 
or b) studies measuring the factors impacting the effects of negative feedback on 
performance 

6) Outcome: task performance 
7) Context: studies related to workplace settings.  
 
Exclusion Criteria 
 
1) Studies including feedback as part of health-, lifestyle, or treatment-related 

interventions. 
 
 

4. Search Strategy 
The following data bases were used to identify studies: ABI/INFORM Global and Business 
Source Elite. The following generic search filters were applied to all databases during the search: 

1) Scholarly journals, peer-reviewed 
2) Published in the period 2000 to 2018 for meta-analysis and the period 2000 to 2018 

for primary studies 
3) Articles in English 

 
A search was conducted using combinations of different search terms, such as ‘feedback’, 
‘negative’, ‘unfavorable feedback’ and ‘unfavourable feedback’. A meta-analyses and/or 
systemic review filter was also applied. 
 
 

Business Source Elite, ABI/Inform 
Peer reviewed, scholarly journals, March 2018 

Search Terms BSE ABI 

S1: ti(feedback) AND ti(negative) 104 73 

S2: ab(“unfavourable feedback”) 1 0 

S3: ab(“unfavorable feedback”)  9 4 

S4: S1 OR S3 112 76 

S5: S1 OR S3 (limiter – 2000-2018) 91 64 
S6: TI(meta-analy*) OR AB(meta-analy*) OR TI("systematic 
review") OR AB("systematic review") 6,439 5,954 

S7: S5 AND S6 3 1 
 
 
 
 
 



5. Study Selection 
 

Selection took place in two phases. First, the titles and abstracts of 91 studies identified in BSE 
and 64 identified in ABI were screened for their relevance to this CAT. In case of doubt, the 
study was included. Duplicated publications were removed. This first phase yielded 1 meta-
analyses combined with a cross-sectional study, 1 interrupted time series study, 1 non-controlled 
post-test study, and 2 cross-sectional studies.  
 
 

6. Data Extraction 
 

Available upon request 
 
 

7. Critical Appraisal 
 

The overall quality of studies included was low. They were, however, included due the fact that 
they were most relevant to the CAT. The meta-analysis with three studies was graded as a B due 
to the fact that there were three significant limitations all relating to the lack of clarity around the 
selection of the studies included in the meta-analyses, but the three primary studies increased the 
trustworthiness and bumped the grade up to a B (from a C). The longitudinal study with two 
post-tests was rated a C because it didn’t have a pre-test and had a dropout rate of more than 
20% with a small effect size. The last three studies were all rated a D-. Two were cross-sectional 
with small effect sizes and small sample sizes. The last study was a non-controlled post-test only 
study, the effect and sample sizes were small, and it could not be determined if the intervention 
was independent of other changes.  
 
 

8. Results 
 

8.1 Definitions 
‘Negative feedback’ is sometimes referred to as critical feedback. It is defined as the process of 
“indicating one’s job performance is not meeting expectations” and is a tool to “add 
developmental value to an individual and of strategic value to organizations” (Steelman & 
Rutkowski, 2004). Additionally, ‘job performance’ is defined as an assessment of whether a 
person performs their job well.   

 
8.2 Causal mechanism 

Meaningful feedback can be used to guide, motivate, and reinforce effective behaviors and put a 
halt to ineffective behaviors. The causal mechanism behind negative feedback is that it provides 
increased motivation and incentive for employees to change their behaviors. However, one can 
also presume that some individuals do not respond to negative feedback and performance is not 
improved. Individuals might also develop negative emotions in response to the feedback 
producing counter-productive results. 
 
 
 
 



8.3 Main Findings 
 
Negative feedback provides motivation when the employee’s job is rooted in prevention tasks, 
those requiring attention to detail and vigilance, as opposed to promotion tasks, requiring 
creativity (level B).  
 

A meta-analysis along with three studies indicates that when people are working on prevention 
tasks, negative feedback increases their intention to invest more effort than positive feedback. 
And when people are working on promotion tasks, positive feedback increases their intention to 
invest effort more than negative feedback. (Van Dijk & Kluger, 2011).  
 
The credibility of the supervisor impacts the perceived quality of the negative feedback. The 
higher the credibility, the higher the perceived quality of the feedback (level D). 
 

Findings from a cross-sectional study indicate that employees are more motivated to use negative 
feedback when the supervisor’s credibility is high, versus when the unfavorable feedback is 
delivered from a less credible source. Therefore, employees are more motived to use unfavorable 
feedback that is perceived to be of high quality than unfavorable feedback that is perceived to be 
of lower quality. Additionally, feedback delivery significantly moderates the relationship 
between unfavorable feedback and motivation. There is a stronger motivator to use unfavorable 
feedback when the feedback is delivered in a considerate manner (Steelman & Rutkowski, 
2004).  
 
Negative feedback is associated with lower self-changing effects (level C). 
 

A longitudinal study with two post-tests suggests that negative feedback is associated with lower 
self-efficacy improvement. The magnitude of the effect of negative feedback depends on how 
threatening (or not) the feedback is perceived. Additionally, social support and belief in one’s 
own abilities can reduce the detrimental impact of negative feedback on self-efficacy 
(Dimotakis, Mitchell & Maurer, 2017). 
 
Negative feedback can produce unintended negative consequences for the organization (level D-). 
 

This cross-sectional study indicates that there are potential negative consequences of giving 
negative feedback including reducing motivation to engage in organizational citizenship 
behaviors, reducing commitment to the organization, and increased turnover. The research 
suggests managers frame negative feedback in a more positive light, such as offering the 
feedback as a learning opportunity rather than a mistake (Belschak & Den Hartog, 2009).  
 
The impact of negative feedback is determined by the perception of the supervisor’s power by the 
employee (level D-).  
 

Findings from this non-controlled, post-test only study suggest that the perceived power of an 
individual’s supervisor is important in determining responses to negative feedback. Supervisors 
with high perceived expertise or referent power will tend to motivate performance improvement 
following negative feedback (Fedor, Davis, Maslyn & Mathieson, 2001). 
 
 
 



9. Conclusion 
 

We can conclude that negative feedback is not likely to improve an employee’s performance. 
The limited condition in which negative feedback may potentially provide motivation for an 
employee to improve his or her performance is when the employee’s work is focused and very 
detailed-oriented in nature. However, negative feedback generally impacts the employee 
negatively and does not lead to self-improvement. Additionally, the supervisor must be aware 
that the negative feedback will likely be tempered by the employee’s estimation of the 
supervisor’s perceived credibility and power.  
 

10. Limitations 
 

The biggest limitation of this CAT is the trustworthiness of the studies included. There was only 
one meta-analysis that was applicable to the CAT and it contained weaknesses as well. The 
design of the cross-sectional studies was inappropriate to measure an effect, impact or causal 
relation. Secondly, concessions were made in relation to the breadth and depth of the search 
process. Consequently, some relevant studies may be missed. Given these limitations, care must 
be taken not to present these CAT findings as conclusive. 
 
 

11. Implications and Recommendations 
 

Meaningful feedback can be a powerful tool to improve an employee’s performance at work. 
However, we have not yet reached the singularity. People are not machines. The input 
supervisors give produces emotions and affects behavior – often producing unintended negative 
consequences. The best way to reach an employee to is to transform critical feedback into non-
threatening constructive feedback. Supervisors must also be aware that their input is tempered by 
their own perceived authority and credibility. Performance efficacy is, therefore, a two-way 
street. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Annexes & references available on request 


