Journal of Applied Psychology
2002, Vol. 87, No. 6, 1032-1041

Copyright 2002 by the American Psychological Association, Inc.
0021-9010/02/$5.00 DOI: 10.1037//0021-9010.87.6.1032

Reducing the Performance-Cue Bias in Work Behavior Ratings:
Can Groups Help?

Richard F. Martell and Keith N. Leavitt
Montana State University

The authors examined whether the performance-cue bias can be reduced by relying on groups as raters.
Study participants (N = 333) were provided with feedback regarding the performance of a workgroup
and, after observing the group, assigned to an individual or group rater condition to complete a behavioral
rating instrument. Results revealed that when provided with positive (vs. negative) feedback, individuals
attributed more effective and fewer ineffective behaviors to the workgroup; however, group ratings were
unaffected by the feedback. In addition, feedback biased the decision criteria and false alarm rates of
individuals but not of groups. Discussion of when groups may attenuate versus amplify bias in
performance appraisal judgments emphasizes 2 key elements— bias magnitude and task perception.

An abundance of research demonstrates that individuals' beliefs
and expectations can introduce bias in judgments of work perfor-
mance (Feldman, 1994; llgen, Barnes-Farrell, & McKellin, 1993;
Motowidlo, 1986). One well-researched example is the perfor-
mance-cue bias that was first investigated by Staw (1975). In this
study, Staw led business students to believe that their workgroup
had performed “very well” or “very poorly” on a business simu-
lation exercise. Group process ratings (e.g., cohesiveness, task
conflict) and self-evauations (e.g., ability, motivation) collected at
the conclusion of the exercise revealed that the bogus performance
feedback produced biased evaluations. Specificaly, members of
high performing groups rated their performance and the quality of
the group’s interaction more favorably than did members of low
performing groups. These findings raised the possibility of causal
reversals in which knowledge of group performance serves as a
cue, causing individuals to ascribe cue-consistent attributes to the
target of their assessment. Indeed, Staw concluded that theory
development in organization behavior could be seriously compro-
mised because “significant correlations between performance and
self-report data may only be reflecting the respondents *theories
of organizational performance rather than actual events’ (p. 417).

More recent research on the performance-cue bias has examined
the effects of observers' expectations on behavioral rating accu-
racy. As discussed by Murphy (1991) and Lord (1985a), behav-
ioral rating accuracy is an important criterion measure of work
performance; it yields a measure of the accuracy with which raters
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credit individuals with critical work-related behaviors and is used
for employee evaluation, training, feedback, and assessment center
judgments. This research has found that observers led to believe
that a group performed well (vs. poorly) attributed more effective
and fewer ineffective behaviors to the group (e.g., Martell &
Guzzo, 1991; Martell & Willis, 1993). Moreover, performance-cue
biases have been observed in the judgments of experienced man-
agers and in field studies (Fichman, 1991; Gardner, Wright, &
Gerhart, 2000; Golden, 1992). The importance of the performance-
cue hias was recently affirmed in a study designed to resolve a
long-standing methodological issue regarding whether the bias is
an artifact, triggered by the desire to render behaviora ratings
consistent with experimenter-provided feedback. In contrast to
previous studies, Martell, Guzzo, and Willis (1995) provided no
performance-based feedback and instead allowed observers to
develop their own self-generated evaluations of the group’s per-
formance. Results indicated that self-generated evaluations biased
observers behavioral ratings in precisely the same manner as
experimenter-provided feedback, demonstrating that the bias is
genuine and not an artifact. Despite the implications of the per-
formance-cue bias for theory development and work performance
appraisal, the design of interventions aimed at reducing the effects
of performance-based expectations on raters judgments has re-
ceived scant attention. The sole exception is a recent study by
Baltes and Parker (2000), which found that a halo error training
program and a structured recall memory intervention eliminated
the performance-cue hias. This finding is encouraging and sug-
gests that the effects of performance cues on work behavior ratings
can be circumvented.

To date, al previous research has relied on individuals as
raters—little is known of the performance-cue biasin group-based
judgments. Given the increasing frequency with which groups are
employed as decision makers in organizational settings and the
finding that groups are less sensitive to some types of judgmental
biases, attention to group-based judgments is warranted. The goal
of the research reported in this article was to examine whether the
performance-cue bias in behaviora ratings can be reduced by
relying on groups as opposed to individuals as raters.
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Groups as Raters

Organizations are increasingly relying on groups to do the work
typically reserved for individuals (see Borman, Hanson, & Hedge,
1997; Dumaine, 1994; Guzzo & Shea, 1992; llgen, 1999; Katzen-
bach & Smith, 1993; Shea & Guzzo, 1987), including, among
other things, human resource management functions. Reviewing
the potential for groups to perform various human resource man-
agement functions, Shea and Guzzo (1987) concluded that “it is
time for the field of personnel and human resources management
to discover formal groups as resources in their own right” (p. 323)
and pointed to performance appraisal as one such function. The
notion that multiple raters may convey an advantage over individ-
ualsin the performance appraisal process can be traced to a theory
of rating proposed decades ago (Wherry & Bartlett, 1982). The
primary aims of the theory were to examine the effects of factors
other than actual ratee performance on performance appraisals and
to identify methods for eliminating rater-induced bias. The theory
devotes particular attention to the impact of plural raters on per-
formance appraisal judgments (Wherry & Bartlett, 1982). A key
proposition is that the use of multiple raters can reduce bias and
error in performance appraisals (Wherry & Bartlett, 1982; see
Theorems 25-27). This prediction rests largely on the belief that
multiple raters can bring nonredundant information to the judg-
ment task. More recent thinking suggests that multiple raters, if
assembled into a group, may correct individual member errors and
biases and, perhaps, bolster individual rater motivation. Consistent
with this proposition, group discussion among multiple assessorsis
a critical component of assessment centers and is thought to be
helpful in heightening rater accuracy and decreasing bias (Howard,
1997; Lowry, 1997; Spychalski, Quinones, Gaughler, & Pohley,
1997; Zedeck, 1986; but see Sackett & Wilson, 1982).

Research on socia judgment biases, including the correspon-
dence bias (Wright & Wells, 1985), the theory-perseverance effect
(Wright & Christie, 1989), the hindsight bias (Stahlberg, Eller,
Maas, & Frey, 1995, Experiment 2) and the consensus underuti-
lization effect (Wright, LUUs, & Christie, 1990), provide further
reason to believe that groups may render less biased assessments
than individuals. In each of these studies, individual-level biaswas
attenuated (and often eliminated) by groups. Consider, for exam-
ple, the correspondence bias whereby perceivers tend to ignore
compelling situational explanations when determining the cause of
aperson’s behavior and instead wrongly assume that the behavior
is a direct manifestation of a person’s underlying dispositional
state. The correspondence bias reflects atype of cognitive shortcut
in which perceivers too readily succumb to an implicit theory that
behavior is caused by the underlying trait or disposition to which
it corresponds (Gilbert & Malone, 1995); it reveals heuristic think-
ing and is a consequence of faulty information processing. How-
ever, as with many socia judgment biases, the magnitude of the
correspondence hias is not large; not all individuals necessarily
succumb to the bias. This suggests that in a group context, it is
likely that one or more individuals are unaffected by the corre-
spondence bias and thus are in a position to impose their (accurate)
beliefs on the group (Hinsz, Tindale & Vollrath, 1997; Wright &
Wells, 1985). In addition, given the public nature of group delib-
eration in which members are exposed to contrary beliefs and
alternative positions, groups may more often abandon heuristic
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thinking and engage in a deeper, more systematic processing of
information than would individuals, especialy if group members
believe there is a necessarily correct answer to the task at hand
(Stasser & Stewart, 1992). These features of group discussion
provide reason to believe that reliance on implicit theories and the
biases they produce in work performance ratings may be less
evident in groups than individuals.

Group Memory

To better understand how groups may attenuate the perfor-
mance-cue bias, it is necessary to pinpoint why positive (vs.
negative) expectations cause observers to attribute more effective
and fewer ineffective behaviors to the group. This has been done
by examining the two components that fully capture performance
on a behavioral rating instrument (Snodgrass & Corwin, 1988)—
memory strength and decision criteria. Memory strength serves as
an index of the amount of information stored in memory, whereas
decision criteria provides a measure of an individua’s decision
criterion in force when deciding whether a behavior has been
observed. The latter component is a type of response bias that
indicates the extent to which an individual tends to be too liberal
or too conservative in setting a decision threshold. Research has
shown that memory strength plays no mediating role in the per-
formance-cue bias. Rather, performance expectations trigger a
response bias in which atoo-liberal (i.e., a bias to say a behavior
did occur) decision criterion is adopted when rating expectancy-
consistent behaviors, and a too conservative (i.e., a bias to say a
behavior did not occur) decision criterion is adopted when rating
expectancy-inconsistent behaviors (Baltes & Parker, 2000; Martell
& Guzzo, 1991; Martell & Willis, 1993). This causes individuals
to endorse behaviors, whether actually observed or not, because
they are consistent with implicit theories of how effective versus
ineffective work groups behave. Thus, whereas performance ex-
pectations have been found to introduce bias in attentional, encod-
ing, and storage processes (e.g., llgen et a., 1993), the perfor-
mance-cue hias is a type of response bias that occurs at time of
rating.

If groups are to help, they must lessen the response bias that
afflicts individuals and resist reporting behaviors that were not
observed. The group memory literature, much of which points to
the superiority of groups over individuals (Clark & Stephenson,
1990; Hinsz, 1990; Hinsz, Tindale, & Vollrath, 1997; Vollrath,
Sheppard, Hinsz, & Davis, 1989), has suggested that groups may
be well-suited for this. For example, Hinsz (1990) applied signal
detection analysis to identify why group recognition memory of
the details of a videotaped job interview was superior to that of
individuals. Results revealed that groups benefited from a pooling
of individual member’s memories, and thus, the memory strength
of groups was greater than that of individuals. Moreover, of greater
relevance for the performance-cue bias, the reporting of unob-
served behaviors (false alarms) and the degree of bias in raters
decision criteria, especially on more difficult items, were lessened
in groups. Overall, compared with individuals, groups were more
prone to correction and not amplification of biasand error. A study
by Vollrath et al. (1989) used a mock juror paradigm to test
recognition memory for trial details and found similar results.
Specificaly, groups made fewer errors of omission (failure to
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correctly recognize information that was presented) than did indi-
viduals. And also of importance, groups made fewer errors of
commission (incorrectly recognizing information that was not pre-
sented), which contributed to the somewhat less biased decision
criteria that characterized groups as compared with individuals.
Although the impact of individuals versus groups expectations
and beliefs were not explored in these studies, the findings are
consistent with the proposition that groups may attenuate
individual-level bias.

It would be incorrect, however, to assume that groups are a
panacea. Groups sometimes amplify individual biases (e.g., Janis,
1982; Whyte, 1993). As discussed in a review of group informa-
tion processing (Hinsz et al., 1997), one key to the debiasing
potential of groups resides in how group members perceive the
nature of the task. When group members believe there is a correct
answer, asis likely to be true in a behavioral recognition memory
task (see Hinsz, 1990; Kerr, MacCoun, & Kramer, 1996), greater
deliberation and information sharing ensues than if the task is seen
as purely subjective and thus a matter of judgment. In the absence
of a necessarily correct response, groups tend to eschew a delib-
erative search and instead direct their focus toward quickly reach-
ing ajudgment that all members can agree with (Stasser & Stewart,
1992). Heightened discussion and information sharing are, there-
fore, key to aerting group members to differing accounts of what
was observed, which increases the likelihood that the correct
response will surface (Hinsz et al., 1997; Stasser & Stewart, 1992).
Thisiswhat occurred in Stasser and Stewart’ s (1992) study: When
the task was framed as one that contained a single correct answer,
groups engaged in greater deliberation and information sharing,
which improved the accuracy of the group’s final judgment. Thus,
we reasoned that if one or more individuals have the correct
response, which is likely given the (not large) magnitude of the
performance-cue bias,* and heightened discussion and information
sharing ensues because of the nature of the rating task, the behav-
ioral ratings of groups will be less affected by performance cues.

Hypotheses

Research participants were provided with information regarding
the quality of a work group’s performance prior to observing a
videotape of the group and were then asked to complete a behav-
ioral rating instrument as individuals or as a four-person group.
Given prior theory and research, four hypotheses regarding indi-
vidual versus group differences in the performance-cue bias were
tested. We predicted the following of individual and group raters
when provided with positive (vs. negative) performance-based
information:

Hypothesis 1 (hit rates): Individuals will demonstrate the
performance-cue bias, whereas the performance-cue bias will
be reduced by groups. That is, individual raters will attribute
more effective and fewer ineffective behaviors to the work
group, whereas group raters will be significantly less influ-
enced by the nature of the performance information.

Hypothesis 2 (decision criterion): Individual raters will adopt
amore liberal decision criterion for effective behaviors and a
more conservative decision criterion for ineffective behav-
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iors, whereas the decision criterion adopted by group raters
will be significantly less influenced by the nature of the
performance information.

Hypothesis 3 (false alarm rates): Individua raters will at-
tribute to the work group more effective and fewer ineffective
behaviors that did not occur, whereas group raters will be
significantly less influenced by the nature of the performance
information.

Hypothesis 4 (memory strength): No significant differences
between individual raters and group raters due to the nature of
the performance information will be observed; however, the
memory strength of group raters will be greater overal.

Method

Participants and Design

Three hundred thirty-three undergraduate students participated in the
study in return for course credit. A 2 X 2 X 2 split-plot design was used.
The between-subjects variables were performance expectation (positive or
negative) and rater (individua or group), and the within-subject variable
was behavior type (effective or ineffective). All participants were randomly
assigned to experimental conditions, informed consent was obtained, and a
debriefing was conducted at the conclusion of each experimental session.

Procedure

Participants observed a 14-min videotape of five men attempting to build
abridge of rope and planks in an effort to get themselves and a box across
a pool of water. The videotape is redlistic and involving: It is a military
training film and depicts college-age recruits working on a task requiring
a full range of behaviors that tap into well-known dimensions of group
effectiveness, such as leadership ability, quality of communication, and
task commitment (see Guzzo, Wagner, Maguire, Herr, & Hawley, 1986;
Martell et a., 1995). To control for differential effects due to the presence
of others (Zajonc, 1965), all participants observed the videotape in nonin-
teracting groups of 3 to 8. Prior to observing the work group, participants
were provided with information regarding the quality of the work group’s
performance as well as additional information, such as the nature of the
study, what the group was attempting to accomplish, and instructions to
carefully observe the group’s behavior. At the conclusion of the videotape,
participants completed a manipulation check and were randomly assigned
to an individual or group rater condition. To guard against the possibility
of systematic differences in encoding strategies, assignment to groups was
not done until after the videotape had been observed. In addition, to
obscure the individual—group manipulation, group assignment was done
outside the presence of participants in the individual rater condition. Pilot
testing had established that 35 min was sufficient time to complete the
rating task, and all participants completed the rating task in the allotted
time.

1 Although there has been no meta-analytic review to establish the
precise magnitude of the performance-cue bias, Lord (1985b, pp. 114-115)
presented effect sizes for 11 studies of the performance-cue bias, and we
located the reported effects sizes for an additional 12 studies. As expected,
the magnitude of the performance-cue bias was not large (r = .29).
Performance-based feedback accounted for, on average, approxi-
mately 8.4% of the variance in performance ratings.
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Independent Variables

Performance expectation. Prior to observing the videotape, partici-
pants were told that the group had performed extremely well (positive
performance expectation) or extremely poorly (negative performance ex-
pectation). Instructions were as follows: “The group you are about to
observe was rated by a panel of experts trained in the observation of group
performance. Compared with other groups performing this task, the group
you are about to observe was judged to be in the top [or bottom] quarter of
all groups. That is, the performance of this group was quite good [or quite
poor] in comparison with other groups.”

Rater. Behavioral ratings were made individualy or as a 4-person
group. In the group-rater condition, participants were instructed to reach a
consensus when deciding whether a behavior had occurred; that is, al
group members had to agree on each rating. A member of the group was
randomly assigned to record the group’s ratings.

Behavior type. All participants judged whether effective and ineffec-
tive behaviors occurred in the videotape.

Dependent Measures

Workgroup ratings were made with a 40-item behavioral questionnaire.
Participants indicated whether each behavior occurred by using a 6-point
scale with endpoints labeled 1 = very certain the behavior did not occur
to 6 = very certain the behavior did occur. Twenty of the 40 items depicted
behaviors that had occurred in the videotape. Of these 20 behaviors, 11
were effective and 9 were ineffective. Of the remaining 20 behaviors that
had not occurred, 11 were effective and 9 were ineffective. Some sample
items included, “The group loudly encouraged each member crossing the
pool” (effective, did occur) and “A group member dropped one of the
ropes’ (ineffective, did occur). For more on the development and classi-
fication of the effective and ineffective behaviors, see Martell and Guzzo
(1991).

Participants' behavior ratings were first translated into hit rates and
false-adlarm rates. A hit isdefined asa“yes’ response to a behavior that was
present in the videotape, and the hit rate is the conditional probability of
responding “yes’ to a present behavior: Hit rate = P(yes/present behavior).
Overall hit rates were calculated for each participant by treating effective
and ineffective behaviors that were present and rated a4, 5, or 6 (indicating
some degree of confidence) as hits. The overall hit rate ranges from 0.0
to 1.0, with higher values indicating a greater percentage of correctly
identified behaviors.? A false alarm is defined as a “yes’ response to a
behavior that was not present, and the false alarm rate is the conditional
probability of responding “yes’ to a behavior that was not present: False
alarm rate = P(yes/behavior not present). Overall false alarm rates were
calculated by treating effective and ineffective behaviors that were not
present in the videotape and were assigned a rating of 4, 5, or 6 as false
alarms. The overall false aarm rate ranged from 0.0 to 1.0, with higher
values indicating a greater percentage of incorrectly identified behaviors.
Following the recommendation of Snodgrass and Corwin (1988), we
transformed hit rates prior to analysis by adding 0.5 to each frequency and
dividing by N + 1 (N = the number of present behaviors) to eliminate hit
rates of 1.0. We aso transformed false alarm rates prior to analysis by
adding 0.5 to each frequency and dividing by N + 1 (N = the number of
not present behaviors) to eliminate false alarm rates of 0.0.3

Next, measures of decision criteria (Br) and memory strength (Pr) were
calculated. Br ranged from 0.0 to 1.0. A Br of .50 indicated that raters were
relying on a neutral decision criterion when judging whether a behavior
was observed, whereas scores greater than .50 indicated a too-liberal
decision criterion, and scores less than .50 indicated a too-conservative
decision criterion. Br was computed as follows: Br = False dlarm rate/1 —
(hit rate — false aarm rate). Pr ranged from —1.0 (no memory) to 1.0
(perfect memory) and is computed as follows: Pr = hit rates — false alarm
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rates. The overall hit and false aarm rates of individuals and groups were
transformed into measures of decision criteria and memory strength. Pre-
liminary analyses revealed that Br and Pr scores for effective and ineffec-
tive behaviors were uncorrelated (Ms = .12 and —.12, respectively). This
finding is consistent with prior research by Snodgrass and Corwin (1988),
which has demonstrated the independence of these two particular measures
of decision criterion and memory strength.

Results
Manipulation Check

So that we could confirm the effectiveness of the performance
expectation manipulation, participants evaluated the group’s per-
formance by using a 7-point rating scale with the endpoints |abel ed
1 = extremely poor and 7 = extremely good. Analysis of variance
(ANOVA) reveded a significant main effect for performance
expectation, F(1, 149) = 180.71, p < .01, which confirmed that
participants receiving positive performance information evaluated
the group more favorably (M = 543, SD = 0.72) than did
participants receiving negative performance information (M =
3.42, SO = 1.00).

A series of repeated measures ANOVAs were conducted, with
performance expectation and rater as between-subjects factors and
behavior type as the within-subject factor. Hypotheses 1-3 predict
a three-way interaction such that the Performance Expectation X
Behavior Type interaction is significant for individua raters but
not significant (or less so) for group raters. Hypothesis 4 predicts
only a main effect for rater, with greater memory strength for
group than individual raters. Means and standard deviations for hit
rates, decision criteria, false alarm rates, and memory strength
appear in Table 1. Intercorrelations among the study variables are

2 As with other recent studies of the performance-cue bias (Bates &
Parker, 2000; Martell & Willis, 1993; Martell et al., 1995), measures of
overal hit and false alarm rates were calculated by collapsing participants
scale ratings into a dichotomous yes-no judgment rather than averaging
participants confidence ratings. This was done primarily for two reasons.
First, itisin keeping with the goal of performance-cue bias research, which
is to investigate the effects of observer expectations on the amount of
behavior attributed to the group and not overall confidence per se. Second,
calculations of memory strength and decision criteria (described next)
require that participants recognition memory performance be collapsed
into a dichotomous yes—no rating. What is important is that previous
research demonstrates similar findings whether a continuous or dichoto-
mous rating instrument is used and when the continuous nature of the
rating scale is eliminated by reducing it to a dichotomous yes—no judgment
(see Martell & Willis, 1993; Phillips & Lord, 1982). Nonetheless, dichot-
omization will necessarily restrict error variance, which may yield over-
estimates of our resulting effect-sizes.

3 This correction factor is typically applied when calculating hit rates
(and false alarm rates) because “measures . . . are undefined for hit rates
of 1.0 or false alarm rates of 0.0 insofar as the corresponding z-scores are
infinite” (Snodgrass & Corwin, 1988, p. 35). For consistency, the trans-
formation is routinely recommended, even in the absence of zeros and
ones.
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Table 1

Means and Standard Deviations for Hit Rates, Decision Criteria, False Alarm Rates, and Memory Strength

MARTELL AND LEAVITT

Effective work behavior

Ineffective work behavior

Hit Decision False dlarm Memory Hit Decision False alarm Memory
Rater rates® criteriad® rates® strength? rates* criteria® rates® strength?

Individual
Positive expectation (n = 65) .78 (.14) .58 (.24) .31(.19) A7 (.20) .67 (.18) A7 (.23) .28 (.15) .39 (.17)
Negative expectation (n = 38) .58 (.18) 31(.23) .21 (.25) .37 (.26) .78 (.16) .66 (.22) 42 (.20) .36 (.19)

Group

Positive expectation (n = 25) .66 (.12) .28 (.16) .13 (.08) 53(.12) .78 (.16) 57(.23) .26 (.14) .52 (.20)
Negative expectation (n = 25) .60 (.12) 18 (.12) .08 (.06) 52 (.11) .80 (.10) .58 (.16) .26 (.12) .54 (.19)

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses.

#Mean values range from O (no present behaviors reported) to 1.0 (all present behaviors reported).
decision criterion, decision criterialess than .50 indicates a conservative decision criterion.

to 1.0 (al not present behaviors reported).

presented in Table 2. Complete ANOVA results are presented in
Table 3.4

Behavior Ratings (Hit Rates)

As predicted, the 2 X 2 X 2 repeated measures ANOVA
produced a significant Performance Expectation X Behavior
Type X Rater interaction, F(1, 149) = 6.99, p < .01. Simple
effects tests were conducted to provide a direct test of whether
groups are less sensitive to the performance-cue bias than are
individuals, and where appropriate, planned comparisons were
conducted. The results support Hypothesis 1.

Individuals as raters. Results revealed a significant Perfor-
mance Expectation X Behavior Type interaction, F(1, 101) =
31.01, p < .01. When given positive versus negative performance
information, individuals attributed more effective behaviors,
t(101) = 594, p < .01, and fewer ineffective behaviors,
t(101) = 3.15, p < .01, to the group.

Groups as raters. Results revealed only a significant main
effect for behavior type, F(1, 48) = 40.69, p < .01, such that more
ineffective (M = .79) than effective (M = .63) work behaviors
were attributed to the workgroup. However, the Performance Ex-
pectation X Behavior Type interaction, which is essential for
establishing the presence of the performance-cue bias, was not
significant, F(1, 48) = 2.78, p > .10. These results demonstrate
the absence of a performance-cue bias in group ratings.

Decision Criteria

Aspredicted, a2 X 2 X 2 repeated measures ANOV A produced
a significant Performance Expectation X Behavior Type X Rater
interaction, F(1, 149) = 7.98, p < .01. Simple effects tests were
conducted to interpret the nature of the three-way interaction, and
where appropriate, planned comparisons were conducted. The
results support Hypothesis 2.

Individuals as raters. Results revealed a significant main ef-
fect for behavior type, F(1, 101) = 9.37, p < .01, and importantly,
a significant Performance Expectation X Behavior Type interac-
tion, F(1, 101) = 35.07, p < .01. When rating effective work
behaviors, individuals given positive versus negative performance
information adopted a more liberal decision criterion, t(101) =

b Decision criteria greater than .50 indicates a liberal
¢ Mean values range from 0 (no not present behaviors reported)

4 Memory strength values range from —1.0 (no memory) to 1.0 (perfect memory).

550, p < .01. However, when rating ineffective behavior, the
pattern was reversed such that individuals given positive versus
negative performance information adopted a more conservative
decision criterion, t(101) = 4.10, p < .0L.

Groups as raters. Results revedled only a significant main
effect for behavior type, F(1, 48) = 79.99, p < .01, such that
groups adopted a more conservative decision criterion when rating
effective (M = .24) versus ineffective (M = .58) work behaviors.
More central to the predictions of this study, the Performance
Expectation X Behavior Type interaction was not significant, F(1,
48) = 2.32, p > .10.

False Alarm Rates

The 2 X 2 X 2 repeated measures ANOVA produced, as
predicted, a significant Performance Expectation X Behavior
Type X Rater interaction, F(1, 149) = 4.87, p < .03. Simple
effects tests were conducted to interpret the nature of the three-way
interaction, and where appropriate, planned comparisons were
conducted. The results support Hypothesis 3.

Individuals as raters. Results revedled a significant Perfor-
mance Expectation X Behavior Type interaction, F(1, 101) =
17.21, p < .01. When given positive versus negative performance
information, individuals attributed to the group more effective
behaviors, t(101) = 2.21, p < .03, and fewer ineffective behaviors,
t(101) = 4.17, p < .01, that were not present.

Groups as raters. Results revealed only a significant main
effect for behavior type, F(1, 48) = 54.88, p < .01, such that more
ineffective (M = .79) than effective (M = .63) work behaviors that

4 There was a small departure from the homogeneity of variance as-
sumption on some of the dependent variables in this study. Thus, we aso
analyzed the results by using a mixed ANOV A model, which assumed two
variance estimates, one for individuals and one for groups. This statistical
procedure is useful insofar as it circumvents the problem of differencesin
variability (Pinheiro & Bates, 2000, pp. 208—226). The results replicated
al the origina ANOVA findings, each of our four hypotheses were
confirmed. The resulting test statistics (F values, p values) were al ex-
tremely close to those in the original ANOV A except that the effects were
a bit stronger. Thus, the original ANOVA provided a more conservative
test, and it is these results that are reported.
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations Among all Variables
Variable M D 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. HR+ 68 .17 —
2. HR— g4 17 —33* —
3. FAR+ 22 .20 A2%* —.20%* —
4. FAR— 31 16 —.34** 35%* —.02 —
5. Pr+ 46 .20 A2%* —-.07 —.65%* —.26%* —
6. Pr— 42 19 -01 Bgr* —.16* —.55%* 15 —
7. Br+ 40 .26 .80** —.41** 78%* —.20%* -.12 —.19%* —
8. Br— 55 .28 —39r* 82x*  —13 g2k = 200 12 —-38* —

Note. N = 153. HR = hit rate; FAR = false dlarm rate; Pr = memory strength; Br = decision criterion; Plus
signs indicate effective behaviors;, Minus signs indicate ineffective behaviors.

*p< .05 **p< .01

were not present were attributed to the work group. What is
important is that the Performance Expectation X Behavior Type
interaction was not significant, F(1, 48) = 1.49, p > .10, which
indicates that performance cues had no effect on groups false
aarm rates.

Memory Strength

Finally, a2 X 2 X 2 repeated measures ANOVA revealed only
a significant main effect for rater, F(1, 149) = 30.22, p < .001,
indicating greater memory strength for groups than individuals
(Ms = .53 and .40, respectively). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported.
In addition, the results yielded further evidence that participants
were not responding so as to simply confirm experimenter-induced
expectations. If an experimental demand of this type had been
operating, it is very unlikely that participants would have bothered
to distinguish between expectancy-consistent behaviors that were
present versus absent and, as a result, memory strength results
would have approximated 0.0. Memory strength scores departed
significantly (and substantially) from 0.0, however.

Discussion

Individuals believing that a workgroup had performed well
(versus poorly) attributed more effective and fewer ineffective
behaviors to the group. This finding replicates previous research
(Martell & Guzzo, 1991; Martell & Willis, 1993; Martell et al.,
1995). Group-based judgments, however, were unaffected by the
nature of the feedback. Thus, groups were effective in eliminating
the performance-cue bias. Additional analyses point to two reasons
as to why groups were resistant to the performance-cue bias. Asin
previous research (Baltes & Parker, 2000; Martell & Guzzo, 1991;
Martell & Willis, 1993; Martell et a., 1995), individuals adopted
adecision criterion that was more liberal for expectancy-consistent
behavior and more conservative for expectancy-inconsistent be-
havior. In contrast, the decision criterion adopted by groups was
unaffected by performance expectations. In addition, performance
feedback led individuals (but not groups) to commit more errors of
commission in the form of higher false alarm rates for behaviors
that were consistent with their performance expectations. These
results, combined with the findings of Baltes and Parker (2000),

Table 3
Analysis of Variance Results of Behavior Ratings
Decision False dlarm Memory
Hit rates criteria rate strength
Source df F " F 7 F n? F "
Between subjects
Performance expectation (A) 1 3.12 .02 4.07* .02 0.00 .00 143 .01
Rater (B) 0.28 .00 2217%* 13 36.64** .19 30.22** .16
A X B 1 0.27 .00 0.07 .00 1.28 .00 177 .01
Within subjects
Behavior type (C) 1 2245 13 57.31** 27 30.76** .17 0.67 .00
AXC 1 21.04** 12 2246** .08 11.28** .07 1.26 .00
BXxC 1 7.22¢* .04 13.40** .13 214 .01 1.30 .00
AXBXC 1 6.99** .04 7.98** .05 4.87* .03 0.15 .00
Error 149

*p< .05 **p< .01
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are encouraging and demonstrate that the performance-cue bias
can be eliminated.

Implications for Theory Testing

Concerns regarding the performance-cue bias manifest a more
fundamental question: Is believing seeing? That is, do a priori
beliefs and expectations cause individuals to (mis)report what they
think they have seen? This concern is well-founded. Much of what
we portend to know from research on organizational behavior and
the theories that result is linked inexorably to the basic proposition
that individuals recollections are mostly accurate. But what if
sometimes they are not? What if retrospective accounts are sys-
tematically biased in a manner that escapes detection? Indeed, the
impetus for Staw’ s (1975) initial investigation of the performance-
cue hias was concern regarding the accuracy of self-report data
used to develop and test theories of organizational behavior and
the belief that performance-based expectations could systemati-
caly bias recollection so as to “confirm” such theories. More
recent work indicates that concern over potentially biased retro-
spective accounts has not abated among organizational scholars
(see Golden, 1992; Huber & Power, 1985; Schwenk, 1985). This
suggests that researchers engaged in theory testing at the individ-
ual, group, or organizational level should be wary of the perfor-
mance-cue hias as a possible contaminant and consider the use of
groups as raters.

Implications for Assessment Center Appraisals

Group-based performance evaluation frequently occurs in as-
sessment centers. A reading of Spychalski et al.’s (1997) survey of
assessment center practices and other investigations (e.g., Howard,
1997; Lowry, 1997; Zedeck, 1986) have suggested that our study
embodied many of the distinguishing features of the modal assess-
ment center and thus permits a degree of generalization. Asin our
study, assessors often observe a group working on a task, use a
behavioral rating instrument during or immediately after observa-
tion, and meet as a group to pool their observations in an effort to
increase accuracy and reduce bias. During this latter integration
stage, a consensus decision ruleistypically in place, aswastruein
our study. The task-specific assessment center described by Lowry
(1997), which concentrates on identifying the presence or absence
of concrete behaviors (by means of a behavioral checklist) related
to successful performance, seems closest to the nature of the rating
task faced by our study participants. Furthermore, our use of a
videotape (and not a live work sample) is consistent with an
increasing reliance on videotapes of assessee performance for
observation and evaluation (Bray & Byham, 1991). It isimportant
to note that Ryan et al. (1995) reported no differences in assess-
ment center ratings of a videotaped versus live work sample. With
thisin mind, our results speak most directly to a concern raised in
Zedeck’s (1986) information processing model of the assessment
center process. Zedeck argued that assessor expectations, which
could be based on numerous factors (e.g., successful completion of
the exercise; see Guzzo et a., 1986), might contaminate behavioral
observations. Specifically, Zedeck raised the possibility of asses-
sors relying on performance-based expectations to simplify the
task of observing and remembering assessee behaviors and sug-
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gested that research on the dynamics of such cognitive heuristics,
asthey may operate in agroup context, was warranted. In asimilar
manner, Ilgen et a.’s (1993) review of the contribution of cogni-
tive approaches to performance appraisal research caled for
greater attention to the “identification of workgroup [italics
added] . .. factors’ that influence rater cognitive processes (p. 362).
Our study directly addresses some of these concerns and suggests
that the integration session, in which multiple assessors discuss
and decide whether behaviors were observed, can play a valuable
role in diminishing the biasing effects of assessor expectations.
Groups may help reduce the very sort of systematic biases iden-
tified by Zedeck (1986) and others (Guzzo et al., 1986; llgen et a .,
1993) that can arise in assessment center judgments.

Assessing Groups

Some readers may be surprised that the target of evaluation in
this study was a workgroup and not an individual. Such surpriseis
no longer warranted. It seems that with each passing decade, at
least since the 1970s, organizational theorists have speculated that
groups would challenge individuals for primacy as the basic unit of
performance in organizations (e.g., Cummings, 1978; Dumaine,
1994; Reich, 1983). Recent reviews on the status of groups in
organizations suggest that groups are well on the way to supplant-
ing individuals as the basic organizational unit (Guzzo & Shea,
1992; llgen, 1999; Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). According to
Guzzo and Shea (1992), “ Today more than ever, organizations rely
on work groups, as evidenced by the appearance of project teams,
focus groups, autonomous work groups, quality circles, multifunc-
tional work teams, and team CEOs’ (p. 270). Not surprisingly,
groups are increasingly being hired, appraised, rewarded, and
promoted. Thus, with the ascendance of groups as the primary unit
of performance, accurate and unbiased measurement of group
performance will become a critical challenge. A nice treatment of
some of the difficulties associated with evaluating the work per-
formance of groups can be found in Brown (1984). Accordingly,
we offer a prediction of our own. Performance appraisal research
will evidence a shift, not away from individual assessment en-
tirely, but more in the direction we have taken in assessing the
performance of a group.

When Might Groups Help?

Although our study results suggest that groups can be used to
avoid the introduction of bias in retrospective accounts, it is
important to note that for groups to be an asset and not a potential
liahbility, two conditions are relevant. First, the magnitude of the
particular bias cannot be large. When a bias is large, and thus
pervasive, group-based judgments may reflect amplification and
not attenuation. Fortunately many social judgment biases reside in
the small-to-moderate range and, thus, it is not unusual for indi-
viduals to sometimes escape their influence. This suggests that in
a group context there is an increased probability that one or more
members will have an unbiased response. However, the presence
of an unbiased response often is not enough; it must surface in the
course of group deliberation. Research has found that when a task
is believed to have a single correct answer, groups engage in
greater deliberation and information sharing, which heightens the
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probability that the correct response will be identified (Stasser &
Stewart, 1992). Thus, task perception is a second important factor.
There is reason to believe that these two conditions were met in
our study. The performance-cue bias does not yield a statistically
large effect and, thus, it is reasonable to presume that some
individuals were unaffected by it. In addition, even individuals
affected by the performance-cue bias are unlikely to have pro-
duced biased responses on al of the 40 behavior ratings; therefore,
these group members will have at their disposal a mix of biased
and unbiased responses. In addition, because a behavior either
occurred or it did not, the recognition memory task possessed a
single correct response (see Hinsz, 1990; Kerr et a., 1996). It is
interesting to note that group members need only to believe that a
task has a necessarily correct answer. When faced with a task that
is simply described as having a necessarily correct response,
groups will engage in heightened deliberation and information
sharing (Stasser & Stewart, 1992). Thus, how atask is perceived,
aside from its objective features, matters.

We are mindful, however, that groups are not a panacea and that
specific conditions probably must be in place if groups are to be
effective in reducing the biases (e.g., contrast assimilation;
primacy-recency effects; halo) that can arise in performance ap-
praisals. One of these conditions, that raters believe there is a
single correct response, warrants elaboration.

As discussed by Sulsky and Balzer (1988), not all performance
appraisals are aliike. We agree. Some appraisals are likely to be
perceived by raters as having a necessarily correct answer; thisis
true of behaviora recognition ratings, which require raters to
accurately distinguish between behaviors that did and did not
occur. The findings of this study, as well as previous research,
provide reason to believe that groups can be an asset to such tasks.
But what of appraisal judgments that are more subjective insofar as
the accuracy of an assessment is, by definition, more uncertain?
Groups may be tempted to construe such atask as simply a“ matter
of judgment” with no necessarily correct or even best answer. If
so, groups may abandon a more deliberative strategy and instead
engage in heuristic information processing in an effort to more
easily reach agreement; this would amplify individual biases.
Thus, we propose another potentially key factor—potential for
feedback regarding the accuracy of a subjective evaluation. Con-
sider, for example, agroup charged with evaluating an individual’s
potential for future success in a work setting. This is a rather
subjective assessment. Imagine, however, that the group had been
forewarned that it will learn of the accuracy of its assessment
sometime in the future. That is, group members will be informed
of the fate of individuals whose potential for success had been
evaluated by the group. We predict that the potential for feed-
back—Ilearning the extent to which a group-based judgment
proved to be accurate—will foster greater deliberation and infor-
mation sharing within the group. Therefore, to the extent a (not
large) judgmental bias is affecting some but not all group mem-
bers, the probability of an unbiased response being correctly iden-
tified will be heightened. This preliminary formulation is consis-
tent with previous findings that groups are often more responsive
to feedback than are individuals (Hinsz et al., 1997; Tindale, 1989)
and accords rater motivation a central role in the appraisal process,
as recommended by others (Banks & Murphy, 1985; Mero &
Motowidlo, 1995).
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It is worth making two additional points regarding our results.
First, the findings cause us to modify a conclusion rendered in a
study by Martell and Borg (1993), namely, that groups necessarily
amplify bias in individual raters' decision criteria. Although evi-
dence of a greater (not lesser) response bias in group versus
individual judgments was found, the Martell and Borg study dif-
fers from the present study in at least two ways. Performance-
based feedback was not provided to study participants and thus the
decision criteria adopted by individuals hovered close to the neu-
tral point (i.e.,, .50). In other words, it was not a study of the
performance-cue bias. In addition, whereas the present study used
a videotape comprised of many behaviors, Martell and Borg relied
on a written description of an individual’s work performance that
contained fewer behaviors. These differences may also explain
why group memory strength was superior to individuals in our
study but only in the delayed (and not immediate) rating conditions
in Martell and Borg. Close inspection reveals that individuals
memory strength in the immediate rating condition was substan-
tialy greater in Martell and Borg's study than in ours, with
memory strength means equal to .65 and .39, respectively. Given
the heightened memory accuracy of individuals, probably due to
the greater ease of remembering written behaviors than remem-
bering a videotaped behavioral sequence, there was less to be
gained from the pooling of group members' mostly accurate mem-
ories in Martell and Borg. However, as individualS memories
began to erode with the passage of time, as evidenced by the
declining memory strength score observed in Martell and Borg's
delayed rating condition (memory strength = .46), the predicted
benefits of pooling individua memories emerged, producing su-
perior group (vs. individual) memory. At this juncture, we are
reminded of Kerr et a.’s (1996) observation of how differencesin
tasks, procedures, or experimental design can modify whether
groups attenuate, amplify, or have no effect on individual-level
bias. We agree that there appears to be no “simple, global answer
to the question, ‘Is group judgment more or less hiased than
individual judgment? ” (Kerr et a., 1996, p. 693).

Second, given that the performance-cue bias is not large, what
should be made of its practical importance? This question is far
more complex than it appears insofar as the relationship between
the size of an effect and its real-world impact is not at all obvious.
Indeed, the counterintuitive notion that extremely small effects can
yield enormous real-world consequences is well-documented
across scientific disciplines (e.g., Merton, 1936; Pinker & Bloom,
1992; Trivers, 1971). Let us consider just one example. Using
computer simulation to model a virtual organization, Martell,
Lane, and Emrich (1996) demonstrated that exceedingly small
amounts of biasin performance ratings can severely dampen one's
organizational mobility and dramatically reduce the probability of
reaching senior levels of management. These results illustrate the
cumulating effects of very small amounts of bias in performance
ratings, which, given the factors governing organizational mobility
(see Martell et a., 1996; Martell & Robison-Cox, 2001) can
disadvantage the targets of bias.

Potential Limitations

Several potential limitations of this study warrant note. Because
we relied on student ad hoc groups, asis true of much research on
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group decision making, questions of generalizability inevitably
arise. Although the performance-cue bias is found outside labora-
tory settings, and research using student samples to explore the
dynamics of work performance evaluations seems to enjoy a
reasonable degree of external validity (see Dipboye, 1990; Locke,
1986), whether intact groups with an extensive history would have
eliminated the performance-cue bias is an important question that
must await additional research. In addition, although we correctly
anticipated that group’s hit rates, false alarm rates, and decision
criteria would be unaffected by performance-based feedback, no
direct measures of group interaction were collected. Thus, we can
only infer the exact nature of group interaction that led to avoiding
the performance-cue bias. In the future, audio and video recording
devices could be used to provide a more fine-grained analysis of
the dynamics that transpire within groups engaged in performance
appraisal.

Conclusion

In al, the results of this study suggest a role for groups in
theory-testing efforts and performance appraisal, and we look
forward to additional research aimed at establishing when groups
are an asset or aliability. Surely, they can be both. To thisend, we
highly recommend Wherry and Bartlett’s (1982) often overlooked
“theory of rating” as an excellent point of departure and more
recent research on task conditions that foster or inhibit group
deliberation and information sharing.
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