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Executive Summary

This article reports on Cornell-led experimental research examining how the format of performance
feedback — numerical-only, narrative-only, or a combination — affects employees' perceptions of fairness
and motivation to improve. The study, published in the Academy of Management Discoveries, was
conducted by Emily Zitek, Joonyoung Kim, and Caitlin Stroup, who designed four experiments involving
1,600 participants receiving identical evaluations in varied formats. The central finding is that
narrative-only feedback was perceived as the fairest and most conducive to understanding how to improve
future performance. Contrary to the researchers' initial hypothesis, combined feedback did not outperform
narrative-only feedback. An exception was identified for highly positive feedback with mentions of
monetary bonuses, which was well-received regardless of format. The authors also note that purely
numerical feedback — even mid-range scores — tended to make recipients feel negatively evaluated. The
article concludes by acknowledging practical trade-offs: while narrative-only reviews may improve fairness
perceptions, numerical ratings retain administrative utility for decisions around bonuses and promotions.

Key Insights

1. Narrative-only performance feedback was perceived as fairer than numerical-only or combined
formats across four experiments with 1,600 participants.

2. Even mid-range numerical ratings can cause employees to feel negatively evaluated, reducing the
perceived fairness of the review.

3. Highly positive feedback with mentions of monetary bonuses was well-received regardless of format,
suggesting format effects are moderated by feedback valence.

Practical Takeaways

» Organisations weighing the removal of numerical ratings from performance reviews face a trade-off:
narrative formats may improve fairness perceptions but reduce the administrative utility needed for
bonus and promotion decisions.

» For employees receiving average or below-average performance feedback, narrative framing may
reduce the experience of feeling negatively evaluated compared to numerical scoring alone.

Critical Analysis
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Strengths: The study employs a controlled experimental design across four experiments with a substantial
participant pool (1,600), lending internal validity to its causal claims about format effects. Publication in a
peer-reviewed journal (Academy of Management Discoveries) adds credibility. The authors also
self-correct their initial hypothesis, which indicates intellectual honesty. Limitations: The experimental
setting uses simulated feedback scenarios, which may not replicate the psychological and relational
complexity of real workplace reviews. Participant responses may differ from those of employees with
long-term relationships with their managers. The sample composition and industry context are not
described in the article, limiting assessments of external validity. The article does not discuss potential
moderating variables such as cultural context, role type, or prior performance history. Bias: The article is a
press release from Cornell's own communications office, which may emphasise positive or novel findings
while underreporting null results or methodological caveats.

Organizational Practice

The article describes the common organisational practice of delivering performance feedback in numerical,
narrative, or combined formats, and notes that organisations often rely on numerical ratings to administer
bonuses and promotions.

Strategic Implications

The findings indicate that PMS design choices around feedback format carry measurable consequences
for employee fairness perceptions and motivation, suggesting that format is not a neutral administrative
decision. The identified trade-off between fairness perception and administrative utility points toward a
tension in current PMS trends between qualitative, development-focused review processes and
guantitative systems required for compensation and talent decisions.
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