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Seven common misconceptions
about human resource
practices: Research findings
versus practitioner belieifs

Sara L. Rynes, Kenneth G. Brown, and Amy E. Colberi

Executive Cverview

Recent research suggests that HR practices can have considerable impact on both
individual and organizational performance. These findings strongly suggest that not
knowing this HR research can be costly to organizations. In this article. we pinpoin! areas
where HR proctitioners seem to be most unaware of research findings related to effective
HR practices, based on responses by a large sample of HR managers. The seven questions
that exhibited the greatest disagreement between current research findings and
respondents’ beliels are explored. along with their management implications and

suggestions for implementing the findings.
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Managers as a class are anything buf stupid.
But there is evidence that the job-specific
knowledge bases of many, and perhaps most,
executives are quite substandard. In tum, low
knowledge bases may lead executives to
make decisions that are less than optimal—
and sametimes not even satisfactory.!

Considerable research demonstrates that most or-
ganizations do not employ state-of-the-art human
resource (HR) practices.?® One reason for the gap
between research and practice is that very few
practicing HR managers read the research litera-
ture. Two major explanations have been offered
as to why this is the cose. The first is that HR
research has become excessively technical, thus
discotraging practitioners from attempting to keep
up with the latest research findings.® This view
assumes that practicing HR managers regard re-
search findings os potentially useful, but inacces-
sible. The less sanguine view is thal HR practi-
tioners do not read the research because they see it
as irrelevant or impractical for their needs.®
Whatever HR managers may feel about aca-
demic research lindings, evidence is accumulating
that certain HR practices are consistently related
to higher individual performance, arganizational

¢

productivity, and firm linancial performance® At
leas! two research trends over the past two de-
cades have increased cur ability to detecl relation-
ships between HR practices and performance. The
first is the development of statistical techniques
which allow aggregation of many studies in order
to reach more relioble conelusions about both av-
erage effects and contextual moderators.” The sec-
ond is the emergence of the Strategic HR literature,
which has stimulated much more research into the
relationships between HR practices and perior-
mance at the level of the firm rather than the indi-
vidual® This last step means that we no longer
have to wonder about the degree to which relation-
ships found at the individual level are mimrored at
higher levels ol aggregation.

Considerable research demonstrates that
most organizations do not employ state-
of-the-art human resource (HR) practices.

As one example of such firm-level research, a
study by Welbourne and Andrews found that new
companies that placed a high value on HR (as
assessed by content of their prospectuses) and that
included high levels of organizationally based
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pay-lor-performance had a five-year survival rate
of 92 percen! as campared with 34 percent for com-
panies that were low on both dimensions.? As an-
other example, Huselid found that an increase of
one standard deviation in scores on a "high-
performance HR practices” scale (which included
such practices as employee attitude surveying,
paying for perlormance, formal communication
programs, and use of employment tests) was asso-
ciated with a 23 percent increase in accounting prof-
its and an 8 percent increase in economic value,!?
With research showing bottom-line effects of cer-
tain HR practices, the lack of research knowledge
con clearly be costly to HE manogers and their
organizations. Indeed, although o direct eoausal
link cannot be drawn, Terpstra and Rozell found
that companies whose HR professionals read the
academic research literature have higher financial
performance than those that do not.!!

Companies whose HR professionals read
the academic research literature have
higher financial performance than those
that do not.

Although the results of HR research are clearly
relevant to practicing managers, not so clear is the
extent to which HR managers’ current beliefs are
consistent (or inconsistent) with the latest findings.
The areas of greatest inconsislency should domi-
nate etforts to inform managers about HR research.
We therelore conducted a survey to determine
which particular areas of research findings most
need more elfective dissemination to practicing HR
managers.

Research Findings versus Managerial Beliefs:
Assessing the Gap

HR protessionals are most directly responsible for
aequiring and disseminating knowledge abeul
best practices in " people management” throughout
the organization. Although much of the day-to-day
implementation of HR practices resides with line
managers, it is the HR function's rale to help axec-
utives develop a human resource strategy that is al
ance consistent with both the organizational busi-
ness strategy and with best practices revealed by
empirical research. 2

To examine the extent to which the belieis of HR
professionals are consistent with established re-
search lindings, a 35-item questionnaire was con-
structed.'? Content of the questionnaire was based
on the major categories contained in the Human

Resource Certification Institute’'s (HRCI) Proles-
sional in Human Hesources (PHR) certilication
exam. However, in contrast lo the certification
exam (which focuses heavily on definitional, legal,
and procedural issues), the present survey focused
on research findings regarding the ellectiveness of
particular HR practices. ltems were constructed
that were based on up-to-date research results.
Hespondents indicated whether they agreed, dis-
agread, or were uncertain about each item, allow-
ing us to determine where practitioner beliefs di-
verge most sharply from research findings.

The survey was sent to a stratified random sam-
ple of 5,000 Society for Human Resource Manage-
ment members whose titles were at the manager
level and above. This sampling strategy was de-
signed to ensure that respondents would be among
the most seasoned HR prolfessionals, with signifi-
cant responsibilities for HR policy and implemen-
tation. Hesponses were received lrom 959 recipi-
ents before the cutoff date, for a response rate of 19
percent. Nearly half the respondents (49 percent)
were HR managers, while 26 percent were direc-
tors, 18 percent vice presidents, and 7 percent from
ather functional areas. The average respondent
had 14 years of experience in HR, These high
levels of experience and job responsibility sug-
gested that our respondents should be relatively
well-informed members ot the HR profession.

The Seven Most Commeon Misconceptions

For the remainder of this article, we discuss the
seven HR research findings that were least be-
lieved by our responding group of HR managers.
The first four of these lindings pertain primarily to
issues of selection (i.e., employes taits that are
most strongly associeted with performance and
effective means of assessing them). The next two
pertain to issues of eftective performance manage-
ment—performance appraisal and performance
improvement. The linal item concerns problems
with relying on survey data to determine the im-
portance of pay (and other potential motivators) in
people’s behavior.

1. On average, conscientiousness is a better
predictor of employee performance than
intelligence,

Although 72 percent of participants agreed with
this statement, a substantial amount of research
suggests that it is incorrect. A recent meta-analytic
summary of nineteen different selection methods
reported a predictive validity coetficient of .51 for
tests of intelligence (or general mental ability,
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GMA), as compared with an average validity of .31
for measures of conscientiousness.!' This means
that, on average, GMA explains roughly 25 percent
of the variance in employee performemce, while
conscientiousness explaing only 9 percent. The au-
thors conelude:

Research evidence for the validity of GMA
measures for predicting job performance is
stronger than that for any other method . . . lit-
erally thousands of studies have been con-
ducted over the last nine decades....Be-
cause of its special status, GMA can be
considered the primary personnel mecsure
for hiring decisions.'®

Mot anly is GMA the single best overall predictor of
likely performance, bul the positive economic ef-
fects of assessing it in selection can be very sub-
stantial. For example, based on estimates derived
from comparing the productivity of the most- and
least-productive workers, Jack Hunter estimated
that the use of rank-ordered ability scores in the
federal government would increase productivity
by more than $13 billion relative to simply using a
minimum cutoff score at the 20th percentile. Simi-
larly, he estimated an increase of $12 million per
year for a much smaller unit, the Philadelphia po-
lice department.'®

Not only is GMA the single best overall
predictor of likely performance, but the
positive economic effects of assessing it
in selection can be very substantial.

Given the strength of these findings, why do so
many managers—especially ones trained in HR
management—assume the opposite? Although
many explanations are possible, we think two are
particularly likely.

First, as a culture, Americans have long held
negatfive stereotypes about highly intelligent peo-
ple.'” One such sterectype is that intelligent peo-
ple are brillient but impractical ("ivery tower intel-
lectuals™), while a second views them as capable,
but socially inept ("nerd, geek, egghead”). A third
sterectype likens intelligent people to the hare in
Aesop's fable—emnatic performers who are bril-
liant on ocecasion but who generally underperform
the "slow and steady” in the long run.'® A Hnal
stereotype partrays intelligent people as rude, ar-
rogant, and difficult to manage. For example, in
his recent book Working with Emotional Intelli-
gence, Daniel Goleman repealedly gives exaom-

ples of intelligent people with extremely negative
social traits, such as being "unbelisvably arro-
gant” or "brutally acerbic, socially awkward, with
no social graces or even a social life."

The resilience of such sterectypes suggesis that
many pecple hold implicit theories of intelligence
that associate high levels of GMA with o variety of
unattractive personal characteristics. Conscien-
tiousness, on the other hand, is viewed positively
by most people, and the stereotype of a conseien-
tious person is nearly always good. In reality,
however, intelligence is virtually uncorrelated
with such personality traits as conscientiousness,
agreeableness, and emotional stability.?® Thus, for
every highly intelligent introvert there is a highly
intelligent extrovert; lor every brilliant neurotic,
there is someone who is both highly intelligent
emd emotionally stable.

A second (but probably less likely) reason that
managers may underestimate the importance of
intelligence to job performance is that people may
not belisve that employee intelligence varies
much within particular job categories. For exam-
ple, Goleman has argued that "in professional and
technical fields the threshold for entry is typically
an IQ of 110 to 120....Since everyone [in these
tields] is in the top 10 percent or so of intelligence,
IQ itsell olfers relatively little competitive advan-
tage."?! However, in a very-large-sample study de-
signed explicitly to test this namow-variability-
in-IQ hypothesis, the average variability of
intelligence within each of 80 applicant pools for
specitic job categories was found to be only 10
percent less than the full variability exemplified in
national norms.® Thus, very substantial differ-
ences in intelligence still exist among applicants
for any given type of job.

There are several implications of these findings
(see Table l). The first is that because bath GMA
und conscientiousness are important predictors of
performanee in virtually all jobs, both characteris-
tics should be assessed as thoroughly as possible
in the employee selection process® A second im-
plication is that the higher the level of job com-
plexity, the more selection should be weighted to-
ward GMA (see Endnote 14). How might this be
done?

Research suggests that the best way to assess
GMA is through paper-and-pencil testing.® Sev-
eral good paper-and-pencil tests are available for
such purposes, such as the Wonderlic Personnel
Test, which only takes 12 minutes to administer
and which correlates very highly with more inten-
sive methods of assessing intelligence.®® Another
paint in its favor is that its items cre not exctic or
highly abstract but rather look like typical items
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Table 1
Common Misconceptions, Research Findings, and Implications
Research-Inconsistent Beliets What Research Shows Ways lo Implement Research Findings

1. Comscientiousness is a better

pradictor of employes performance
than intelligence.

The average validity coalficient is 5] for
intelligence, 31 for conscientiousness.
They are both important predictons of

petlormanes, but intelligence i& relatively

more important. At the very lowest levels
of job complexily (unskilled workl, their
impartance is about equal. However, as
fobs increase in complexity, intelligence
becomes more and more impartant.

Salect new smployees on both
intelligence (general mental ability,
GMA) and conscientiousness. Wall-
validoted measures ol both constructs ore
available

In addition to pencil-and-paper 1ests,
GMA can also be assessed through job-
knowledge lests, work samples, o
simulation inlerview guestiong.

. Companies thal screen job
applicants lor values have highar
parformance than those that
scresn for intelligence.

[ntelligence is the best single predictor al
petformance. Although values fit doss
pradict employee satisfaction and

matention, littls evidence exists of a ditect
link to performance; Even if a link is shown

some time in the funre, it is unlikely 1o

approoch the mognitude of the eilect size

for intelligence.

Even i you are interested in people's
volues, ossess GMA and
conscientiousness {iret,

Define wheat values o impartant o you,
Then, assess them through procedures
such as behavioral description intarviews
of accomplishment records 1o sea
whether people octually behave in woys
consigtent with the desired volues,
Consider which personality constructs
are likely to reflect the values you want;
then measure personality using well-
validated instruments.

3. Integrity tests don’t work wall in

practice because so many people
lie on them.

People try to make themsolves look a little
more ethical than they actally are, This
does not seem to affect the usefulness of
these tests as predictors of performance

Integrily tests con be used in
combination with ability tests 1o yield
very high overall predictability of job
performance.

Lintegrity tests have adverse
impact on recial minorities.

Racial and sthnic diflsrences on integrity

test scores are trivial, Hispanics hove been

found 1o score .14 standard deviations
higher than whites: Asians, .04 stemdard
deviations higher; Native Americans, .08
stondord deviations higher, and Africon-
Americons, 04 [ower.

Combining infegrity lesis with tesls of
GMA may reduce the amount ol adverse
impart in ovamll salection syslems
because minorities and whites have
nasarly equivalent scores an inlegrity
tesls.

, Encouraging employses to
participate in decision making is
maora ellective for improving
organizational perfarmance than
saiting periormance goals.

On overnge, parlormance improves 16

percent when goal-setting is implemenied.

The avemge effert from smployes

participation is < 1 percent. Porticipotion

can produce both positive and negative
outcomes. Employses must hove o clear

pleture of what they are participating for—
that is, what they are trying lo achieve—in

order for paricipation lo be successiul,

Devalop goals 1hot are inspiring,
challenging, and thai stretch peopls's
copabilities,

Cnce goals are clearly communicaied
and gecepted. enlizgt broad participation,
nd do not shut down ideas.

Support participation and goal
attoinmen! through the eeard system,
such as with gain sharing o other group
incentive programs.

. Most errors in parformonce
oppraisal con be eliminated by
providing training that describes
the kinde of errors mancgers fend
to moke and suggesting ways to
ovoid them.

Perlormance-oppraisal errors are extremely
difficull to eliminate. Training 1o aliminats

certain types ol erroms ollen introduces
other types ol errars and eometimes evan
decreases acouracy. The most commaon

appraisal error is lantency, ond manogers
often realize they are cammitling it. Mere

troining is insulticient o eliminme theae
linds of errors; more systemic action is
tegquired such as intensive manitoring or
forced rankings.

-

]

Tratning, practics, and feedback about
how to avoid appraisal errors are
nacassary. but insulficient, for
aeliminating errors.

Eliminating errors may requine
alternctive opproaches to evaluation,
guch as lorced distribution (e.g. Genaral
Elsetrie).

Top manogers should serve as strang
rale models for the pedlormonce
evaluation process ond atfoch
managerial consequences to the quality
of performenes oviews:
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Table 1
Continued
HResearch-Inconsistent Beliefs What Research Shows Waye to Implement Research Findings

7. It employses are osked how
important pay is to them, they we
likely to overestimate its true
Hmpariance.

mativational effects.

People lend to undersiate the importaonce ol
pay to their decisions due lo social
desirability considerations and lack of seli-
ingight, Hessarch that examines peopla's
behoviors in tesponse to pay (rather 1han
their attitudes) tends to show very strang

* Hacognize thot employee attitude surveys
are subject to a variely ol cognitive
binses such as social desirability and
lack of sall-insight.

« Wherever possible, study employes
behaviors in addition to attitudes: the two
will nol always convergs.

{rom a junior high or high school exam. In addition,
considerable research suggests that applicants
typically view ability tests as valid means of as-
sessment and therefore are not likely to be put off
by companies that require them.™

Although direct assessment of ability thus has
two important features to recommend it (high va-
lidity and low eost), it also has some liabilities. For
example, cognitive ability tests do produce ad-
verse impuac! against certain groups and, rightly or
wrongly, receive o considerable amount of nega-
tive press®™ Thus, companies that are trying to
balance a number of outcomes (e.g., applicant re-
actions, workforce diversity) in addition to achiev-
ing validity may choose to assess GMA in less
direct ways, but in ways that also have substantial
validity.

For example, research has shown that structured
interviews, work samples, and simulations that as-
sess job knowledge are likely to be moderately
correlated with GMA, as well as being good pre-
dictors of job perlormance ?® Assessing job knowl-
edge in these ways has the additional advantages
of having very high face validity to applicants and
lower levels of adverse impac! against minorities,
while still retaining considerable validity. The
most impeortant implication, however, is that delib-
erate attempts lo assess and use GMA as a basis
for hiring should be made for all jobs. Failure to do
so leaves money on the table.

Deliberate attempts to assess and use
GMA as a basis for hiring should be
made for all jobs. Failure to do so leaves
money on the table.

2. Companies that screen job applicants for
values have higher performance than those that
screen for intelligence.

A large majority of our responding SHAEM manag-
ers agreed with this statement (57 percent),

although available research evidence does not
supporl it. At the outset, it should be said that there
is far less research on the effects af selecting for
values than there is about selecting for GMA or
personality. Still, much evidence suggests that se-
lecting for GMA leads to higher performance, and
very little evidence suggests the same lor values.

The available research comes in two lorms, One
stream focuses on values congruence or values fit,
The imporlance of employee values has frequently
been conceplualized in terms of compatibility be-
tween orgonizational and applicant values, rather
than as o malter of positive versus negative valuas
in an absolute sense.®® For example, some compa-
nies tocus very strongly on assessing and reward-
ing individual performance (e.g., Lincoln Electric
or General Electric), while others motivate and re-
ward almost entirely on the basis of group efforts
and results (e.g., Southwest Airlines, Nucor). Thus,
the logic goes that individualistic values would be
an asset at Lincoln or GE, bul a serious detriment
at Southwest or Nucor.

Research has generally shown that values fit
has positive consequences for employee altitudes
and length of service® However, there is much
less evidence of a positive relationship between
values fit and performence For example, one
study found that workers who had congruent val-
ues received higher supervisory ratings when
work tasks were interdependent, but lower evalu-
ations when work was not interdependent.® An-
other tound that workers who believed their values
were congruent with the orgunization's displayed
more cilizenship behaviors but not higher task
performance.® Thus, in distinct contrast to the re-
search on intelligence, the limited evidence on
values congruence suggests rather small and in-
consistent etfects on performance.

Although researchers have primarily studied the
relationship belween values and performance in
terms of values fit, a second stream of research
focuses on the effect of values on performance
indirectly through research on employse personal-
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ity. For example, research suggests that when
managers and recruiters talk about the kinds of
values they are looking for, they most olten men-
tion such characteristics as "work ethic, teamwork
values, desire for improvement, liking pressure,
and liking variety and change."* Although man-
agers tend o describe these traits as values, many
researchers have studied them as personality
traits. Thus, for example, the values of "work ethic”
and "desire for improvement" can be translated
into the personality trait of conscientiousness,
while the value of "liking wariety and change”
translates into openness to experience.

From this perspective, we have already seen
thet although some values (or personality traits)
such as "work ethic" are assets to performance,
they are not as important as intelligence. Thus,
from either perspective (values fil or values per se),
the idea thal values are more important predictors
of performonce than intelligence is not supported
by the research evidence, We would suggest, how-
ever, that more research should be done to assess
this question, both at the individual and the organ-
izational level

Although some values (or personality
traits) such as "work ethic” are assets to
performance, they are not as important
as intelligence.

d. Although there are “integrity tests” that try to
predict whether someone will steal, be absent. or
otherwise take advantage of an employer. they
don’t work well in practice because so many
people lie on them.?*

Only 32 percent of our responding HR managers
reclized thed this was an ingecurate statement.
Because the statement seems highly plausible on
its face, analysis of the evidence concemning integ-
rity tests requires breaking the statement into
pieces.

First, research shows that applicants can distort
their answers on integrity tests {and other selec-
tion devices such os resumes) in order to make
themselves look better to employers.® [n addition,
many applicants probably do distort their canswers
to some extent, particularly when they balieve the
scores will be used for selection or promotion pur-
poses. ™ Interestingly, however, the fact that appli-
cants can (and probably do) distort their responses
to integrity tests does not make them ineffective as
predictors of periormonce ® In fact, the average
comrecled validity coetficient for integrity tests is a

very respectable .41, with counterproductive be-
haviors such as theft, absenteeism, or violence be-
ing somewhat better predicted (47) than overall
job performance (,34).9

These findings raise the interesting question of
why integrity tests maintain their validity, despite
the potential for deliberate response distortion.
One possibility is that most people distort their
responses to roughly the same degres, so that the
"laking factor" becomes more or less a constant
land thus o non-differentictor) in the prediction
equation. Another possibility is that the extent of
response distortion may be correlated with vealid
predictors such as conscientiousness or emotional
stability " Whatever the reason, to the extent that
distortion is occurring, it does not appear 1o de-
stroy the usetulness of integrity tests as selection
devices.

It should also be noted that integrity tests waork
very well in conjunction with tests of GMA. This is
because cognitive ability is essentially uncorre-
lated with the underlying dimensions tapped by
integrity tests, particularly conscientiousness. Be-
ccuse highly intelligent people are no more (or no
less) likely to be honest or conscientious than those
with lessar ability, using integrity tests along with
ability tests yields completely unique incremental
information. In fact, the highest overall validity for
any combination of two selection methods appears
to be obtained by using integrity tests in conjunc-
tion with tests of GMA Y

4. One problem with using integrity tests is that
they have high degrees of adverse impact on
racial minerities.

Despite their validity, managers may nevertheless
be nervous about using integrity tests for o variety
of ather reasons. One possibility is thet integrity
tests, while valid, may eliminate larger propor-
tions of minority than majority condidates. Al-
though nearly 70 percent of our respondents
thought thet this might be true, it is not the case.

Hecent large-sample research evidence reveals
that differences in integrity test scores across 1a-
cial and ethnic groups are trivial (although gender
ditferences are not).” Thus, another potential ad-
vantage of using integrity tests in conjunction with
cognitive ability tesis is that, unlike ability tests,
integrity tests are unlikely to produce adverse im-
pact. Furthermore, although evidence suggests
that integrity tests are not among the best-liked
selection devices, they generally are seen by ap-
plicants as on appropriate means of differentiat-
ing among candidates.*?
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5. On average, encouraging employees to
participate in decision making is more effective
for improving organizational performance than
setting performance goals.

Although considerable research has shown this
statement fo be folse, only 17 percent of respon-
dents clearly disagreed with it. Evidence regard-
ing this issue comes from a number of sources,

First, meta-cmalysis has been used by Ed Locke
and his colleagues to exomine the comparative
elfectiveness of various performance-improvement
interventions.** This research suggests that on av-
erage, perlormance improves by 16 percent follow-
ing goal-zetting interventions, as compared with
less than | percent for employee participation.
Moreaver, the elfects of goal-setting appear lo be
positive in virtually all cases, whereas increased
porticipation actually leads to decreases in perfor-
mance in a substantial minority of cases,

Differences in integrity test scores across
racial and ethnic groups are trivial.

The weak results lor participation seem puzzling,
given the number of corporate success stories that
seem to have employee patticipation at their core
le.g., Southwest Airlines, Hosenbluth Travel, or
Springfield Hemonufacturing). Howewer, other re-
search suggests that the success al participation pro-
grams may depend on the order in which perlfor-
meomce interventions are introduced. Specifically, it
appears that in order for participative monagement
to succeed, employees must first know what they are
attempting to achieve through participation. In other
wards, goal-setting or some other means of convey-
ing performance expectations may have lo precede
employee participation in order for it to be effective.
As Cusumano and Selby wrote alter studying Mi-
crosoft tor several years: "Although having creative
people in a high-tech company is important, it is
otten more important to direct their creativity.”™® For
this regson, Microsoft work assignments are charac-
terized by strong emphasis on project deadlines,
multiple milestones on the path to project comple-
tion, and frequent merging of different employeas’
pieces ol code to see how well the project is moving
toward completion.

Research by McKinsey and Compeny on high-
performing work teams also suggests the value of
challenging gouls for increasing the efiectiveness ol
participation.® In their study of foctars that distin-
guish high-performing leams rom mediocre ones,
they were surprised lo find that the typical emphasis
on building "tecmwork” and "teamwork values” was

inettective for producing peak levels of team perfor-
mance, Rather, the true distinguishing Iactor was the
existence of a challenging, meaningtul tusk that in-
spired team members and stretched their capacities.
Although the concept ol teamwork is different bom
that of participation, the pre-eminent rale of a chal-
lenging goal in focusing employee efforts appears to
be common to both.

In summary, participative management strate-
gies are unlikely to be effective unless employees
are clear about performance godls and objectives.
Howewver, for most employees, the major source of
information about what is expected and how they
are performing is the annual performance review.
This is unfortunate because previous research sug-
gests thal when perlormanee appraisal is the ma-
jor vehicle lor communicating information aboul
performance, confusion about goals and objectives
appedars to be mare common than not.¥ Therelore,
other performance management strategies that in-
corporate both objective targets and supra-individ-
uctl goals (e.q., project milestones or group incen-
live systems) would appear lo provide a belter
chanece of producing coordinated, effective partic-
ipation (see Table 1),

B. Most errors in performance appraisals can be
eliminated by providing training that describes
the kinds of errors managers tend to make and
suggesting ways to avoid them.

Although 70 percent of our HR respondents agreed
with the preceding sentence, research clearly
shows il to be false. A long line of research shows
that perlormance appraisal is one of the most prob-
lematic HR practices, as well os one of the most
difficult to improve.*® In particular, rater training of
the type described above (simply describing errors
and suggesting waye ta eliminate them) has been
found to be notoriously ineffective lor improving
appraisal accuracy.*® For one thing, many manag-
ers do not believe that they, personally, make the
errors described by the trainer® In addition, re-
search has shown that training to reduce certain
kinds of errors can actually increase inaccuracy by
introducing other types of errors.®!

Rather, improvement of performance appraisal
appears to require a fairly intensive set of activi-
ties. These include active participation in rating
videotaped performers agains! performance spec-
thications, providing wrilten justifieations ol their
ratings, (usually) making several errors in relation
to "eorrect” appraisal ratings, having group dis-
cuszions ol ways to overcome the errors, and pro-
viding further practice sessions, spaced over
time.52 Even so, il should be emphasized thal stud-
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ies thet have shown rating improvements as o
rezult of these methods have assessed rater accu-
racy by using carefully constructed videotape sce-
narios, where the correct rating can be known and
where raters are not personally involved with the
“picture-people” they are rating. Thus, it is still
unclear whether managers who are able to cor-
rectly evaluate videotaped performances by un-
known actors actually transter this leaming to sub-
sequent ratings of their own employees.

When dealing with “real employees,” it is
generally believed that getting rid of appraisal
errors—particularly leniency—requires very sub-
stantial monitoring of appraisals and clear state-
ments by top management that leniency or other
forms of inaccuracy are nol acceptable.® For ex-
ample, General Electric found that they were un-
able to eliminate excessive leniency from perfor-
mance appraisals until they began to insist that
managers rank employees on a beall curve and
attached substantial penalties to managers for
failure to do so. Although this system appears to be
working well at GE, it should be noted that this
strong ratings differentiation is accompanied by
many other supportive actions, such as three thor-
ough performance reviews of managers each year,
very aggressive career planning, highly differenti-
ated monetary rewards linked to appraisal distri-
butions, and refusal to promote managers who will
not make the distinctions. Although one can cer-
tainly debate whether you can truly have aceurate
appraisals when every unit is required to rate on
the same bell curve (this recently became a major
issue at the Ford Motor Company), one positive
feature is that measurement studies have shown
that it is in fact easier to make accurate rankings
than accurate ratings.®

7. Surveys that directly ask employees
how important pay is to them are likely
to overestimate pay's lrue importance in
employees’ actual decisions.

Although 56 percent of the HR managers responding
agreed with this statement, the fact is that people are
more likely to underreport the importance of pay
than to over-report it. Moreover, this tendency has
been known for quite some time. As far back as 1966,
researchers cautioned thet seli-reports of pay impor-
tance are likely to provide underestimeates due to
people’s tendency to answer surveys in socially de-
sirable ways.® That is, people are likely to under-
state the importance of pay due to norms that view
money as a somewhat crass source of motivation.

General Electric found that they were
unable to eliminate excessive leniency
from performance appraisals unfil they
began to insist that managers rank
employees on a bell curve and attached
substantial penalties to managers for
failure to do so.

Evidence that people under-report pay impor-
tance comes from two different types of studies.
One type compeares individuals' direct sell-reports
of pay importance with importance as inferred
from their preterences for various job descriptions.
By measuring each job in terms of its underlying
characteristics (Le., differant levels of pay, promo-
tion potential, work duties, job security, and the
like) and then comparing jobs with subjects’ over-
all assessments of job attractiveness, the impor-
tance of each underlying job characteristic to over-
all assessments can be inferred without asking
direct questions about importance. In such studies,
pay has generally been found to be a substantially
more important factor when inferred from partici-
pants’ overall evaluations of job attractiveness
than from their direct reports of pay importance.®

A second type of study uses the psychological prin-
ciple of projection to infer how people evaluate char-
acteristics that are heavily laden with social desir-
ability. In the largest study of this kind, a Midwestern
utility assessed the relative importance of ten job
characteristics (including pay) to 50,000 applicants
over o thirty-year period.® Based on applicants’ seli-
reports, pay appeared to be the filtth most important
characteristic to men and seventh to women. How-
ever, when asked to rote the importance of those
same ten attributes to "someone just like yourself—
same age. education, and gender,” pay jumped to
first place among both men and women.® In other
words, people seem to believe that pay is the most
impaortant motivator to everyone except themselves.

Hecognizing that employees are likely to under-
state the significance of pay is important, so that
managers are not lulled into a false sensze of com-
placency about their pay policies. More generally,
this survey item calls attention to the broader need
for managers to understand the limitations of rat-
ing and ranking survey methodologies. Although
such surveys are not entirely useless as a basis for
managerial decision making, they do have very
serious limitations in terms of designing HR poli-
cies. For example, survey findings are likely to be
highly unstable across minor variations in method,
such as the number of job characteristics included,
specilic terminology used to describe the various



100 Academy ol Management Executive

Augusi

characteristics (e.g., "high pay” versus "fair pay”).
purpose of the survey (pure research versus policy
making), and whether or not respondents are as-
sured anonymity.®

For these reasons, managers are likely to benefit
maore irom research that examines how employees
actually behave dilferently under altemctive em-
ployment practices than from studies of perceived
importance. Studies of this type in the compensation
area suggest that pay is indeed on important meti-
vator of behavior®™ For example, Locke and col-
leagues' meta-analysis found the introduction of
monetary incentives to produce the largest and most
teliable increases in job performance (median = 30
percent}—almost twice as large as the efects of goal
setting or job enrichment. Thus, Locke et al. con-
cluded, "Money is the crucial incentive ... no other
incentive or motivational technique comes even
close o money with respect to its instrumental
value, !

Putting Research into Practice

Previous ocademics and practitioners have docu-
mented a variety of reasons why research tindings
are not implemented in orgemizations.® However,
our survey of HR managers suggests that one of the
main reasons is lack of knowledge. Although this
might seem unsurprising, some argue that improved
mechanisms of information dissemination have
made lack of knowledge o hrivial problem. For exam-
ple, Pleffer and Sutton orgue: "We now live in a
world where knowledge transfer and information ex-
change are ttemendously efficient, and where there
are numerous organizations in the business of col-
lecting and transierring best practices. So, there are
tewer and smaller differences in what firms know
themn in their ability to act on that knowledge."™

Some argue that improved mechanisms
of information dissemination have made
lack of knowledge a trivial problem.

Cur results belie the asserfion thot knowledge
transter is "tremendously efficient.” Indeed, what is
particularly striking about our results is thet with the
exception of the research on integrity tests and val-
ues, all the other lindings (e, regarding goal-
setting, performonce appraisal, intelligence, and
conscientiousness) have been kmown for of least o
decade omd, in some cases, considerably longer them
thal. Moreover, our respondents are HR practitioners
who have the most o gain rom knowing this re-
search: mid- to high-level HR managers and execu-

tives. In addition, our results also suggest that difter-
ences in knowledge across firms are likely to be
large rather than small; some executives in our sam-
ple believed only 9 of the 35 research findings (26
percent), while others believed 30 of the 35 (86 per-
cent).

One obvious solution o this problem would be for
practiioners to read more of the resecrch literature,
Indeed. in our sample, practitioners who usually
recd ccademic research journdls tended to agree
with 23 of the research findings, os compared with
the sample mean of 20—an improvement of 15 per-
cent. However, the problem with this strategy is that
very few practilioners appear to read this literature,
Specifically, fewer than 1 percent of our sample in-
dicaled that they usually read the academic litera-
ture, while 75 percent reported that they never do so.

Thus, it appears that outlets such as The Execu-
tive and other etforts lo disseminate research
knowledge®™ to practitioners are sorely needed. In
addition, very explicil attempts to tum findings
into "maps for action"™ may prove usetul in help-
ing practitioners to translate research into action.
Then, as they conduct their implementation at-
tempts, researchers can document the successes
and failures via "aelion research,"®

In closing, we remind the reader that what we
know from a large and growing body of HR research
has become considerably clearer over the past two
decades. Failure to be aware of the findings trom this
research is likely to put ome (ond one's company) at a
competitive disadvantage. At the same time, al-
though enhomced knowledge con be an important
asset for improving erganizational performance, it is
not by itself enough. Rather, improved knowledge
acquisition must be paired with effective implemen-
tation. Results trom our SHRM managers suggest
that the transfer of knowledge from research to prac-
tice remains imperfect, even in this world of increas-
ingly efficient markets lor intormation.
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As a practitioner, 1 feel somewhat defensive in
commenting upon what is a direct criticism of what
we do. The authors contend that humean resource
oHticers are not aware of current research and
therefore may not engage in the most effective
strategies, | confess that 1 would have made some
of the "errors” noted by the authors.

As an example, let me take the issue ol the
relative ellectiveness of intelligence, conscien-
tiousness, and values in predicting employee per-
formance. Based on my experience | probably
would have made the "error” of favoring conscien-
tiousness and values. However, certain aspects of
my work environment may lead to outcomes that
are ditlerent irom the authors' findings.

My company actively recruits candidates from
selective MBA programs, All of the condidates
see are bright. As a practical matter, since all the
candidates are bright, the distinguishing charae-
teristics of any one candidate are more likely to be
conscientiousness or values fit. In selecting MBAs,
we deal with o population where there is signili-
cant restriction of range in measured intelligence.
Horvard doesn't gradudate many MBAs of low Q. In
such a population, conscientiousness or values fit
may be a more eHective predictor than Q. Most of
the selection decisions that a senior HR officer
directly influences are appointments to similar
professional and technical positions where the
range of candidates actually interviewed have al-
ready been screened on "intelligence.”

I have a sense that executives need to belisve in
what they do. If we do something, we probably
need to think that it is "right.” If I select someone
based on conscientiousness rather than intelli-
gence, it is hard to admit that I am following a
Hawed procedure.

Try to get an "integrity” test past your lawyers
who envision delending it in court, If | can't use
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such tests, cognitive dissonance is going to push
my thinking to reject their usetulness.

Performance appraisals are not going to go
away. As an HA officer, the intervention I can "sell”
to management is probably limited to training,
Can [ admit that my tool is inefective?

The most disturbing finding in the article is that
HR officers understate the importance of pay. If you
measure belief by behavior, | submit thal most of us
spend an inordinate amount of time and effort on
issues of compensation. We act as if pay were a very
important issue. My colleagues are highly focused
on issues ol compensation and compensation de-
sign. Perhaps HR officers are also victims of “social
desirability.” We know compensation is important
and we pay attention to it, but we also know that HR
folks should focus on the softer aspects of motivation
and may respond to questions in a way that is con-
gruent with what we think we should be doing.

I think that, for most HR officers, belief follows
practice, We tend to believe in those things we do
and cre able to implement. We operate in a con-
strained environment where the range of choices is
limited. We also give socially desirable answers to
gquestions that may not reflect practice. Unfortu-
nately, I don't think that greater exposure to the
literature will have much impact on us.
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