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ABSTRACT

THE EFFECTS OF APPRAISAL PURPOSE AND PRIOR KNOWLEDGE:
AN INFORMATION PROCESSING PERSPECTIVE

By

Susan Lynn Schechtman

Recently, it has been suggested that research in performance
appraisal should focus on the human judgmental processes involved in
appraisal decision making. Most of the research has utilized policy
capturing and focused on the integration component of information
processing models. The current study employed the process tracing
technique of the information board to monitor the process by which
subjects accessed information under different appraisal purpose
(promotion, training) and prior kmowledge (high, low, none) conditions.
Results indicated that subjects searched far more extensively for ratees
purported as "good" performers when a promotion decision was to be made.
Conversely, subjects searched far more extensively for ratees considered
“poor" for training decisions. Implications and future research

directions are suggested.
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INTRODUCTION

The significant impact of the performance appraisal system on the
organization (i.e., human resource planning) and its members (i.e.,
promotion, salary increase) has resulted in a substantial body of
empirical literature in industrial/organizational (I/0) psychology.
During the 1950s, performance appraisal research tended to focus on
methodological factors that fostered inaccuracy and biased appraisal
results. Rlscarchcis assumed that rating scale development would
directly affect the accuracy of the performance description;
coasequently, most of the esarly work concentrated on engineering the
performance appraisal instrument to develop the most effective
“mousetrap” (Landy & Zedeck, 1983).

Sophisticated engineering in the 1960s and 1970s led to the
development of various behavioral oriented scales, i.e.,
Behavioral Anchored Rating Scales (Smith & Kendall, 1963) and
Behavioral Observation Scales (Latham, Fay, & Saari, 1979; Latham &
Wexley, 1981). Although the behavioral approach enmabled 1/0
psychologists to measure performance in particular occupations better
than the “engineers® (Landy & Zedeck, 1983), it has done little to
reduce commonly found errors (e.g., halo, leniency, central
tendency) characteristic of the more traditional graphic scales
(Bernardin, 1977; Bernardin, Alvares, & Cranny, 1976; Landy & Farr,

1980; 1983). In general, resesarch addressing the superiority of



behavioral scales for measuring performance has found that the rigor
with which the scale is developed is more critical to reducing error
than behavioral versus nonbehavioral terainology.

A second approach to increasing appraisal accuracy has been the
growth of rater training programs for reducing errors. Most
typically, raters receive a lecture-basad discussion regarding the
performance appraisal system and the avoidance of errors such as halo
and leniency (Landy, 1983). Although raesults indicate that raters do
engage in a response set characterized by lower average ratings (reduced
leniency) and greater variability in ratings across dimensions
{reduced halo) as a result of training, the long term impact on rating
acocuracy is minimal (Bernardin & Pence, 1980).

Implicit in the rater training research is the notion that an
effective performance evaluation system cannot be obtained by
changes in rating format or by lectures on how to avoid certain
rating tendencies. The result is often a forced response set in which
the rater produces numbers with particular statistical
characteristics rather than accurate descriptions of behavior
(Landy, 1985). A third approach suggests that research attention
should be directed to aspects in the appraisal process that
directly or indirectly deter or enhance the appropriateness of the final
performance judgment (DeNisi, Cafferty, & Meglino, 1984).

Interest in investigating issues related to the processes in the
appraisal context developed in the late 1970s. DeCotiis & Petit
(1978) presented a literature-based model of the appraisal process
that focused on factors affecting the accuracy of performance

ratings. The authors proposed that appraisal accuracy is determined by



(1) the rater’s motivation to accurately evaluate performance, (2) the
rater’s interpretive abilities regarding observed job behaviors, and
(3) the rating standards used by the rater. DeCotiis & Petit (1978)
hypothesized that the rater must be motivated to rate accurately, use
appropriate rating standards, and have the ability to correctly
interpret ratee behaviors in terms of these standards.

Landy & Farr (1980) have also constructed a process model of the
appraisal context. These authors highlighted the need for research
that focuses on the cognitive processes by which human judgments are
made. Raters are information processors who must observe, classify,
store, and retrieve information when assigning a performance judgment
(Wherry, 1932). To understand the factors leading to bias and
inaccuracy, attention needs to focus on these judgmental issues rather
than redesigning the appraisal form or training raters to conform to a
particular response set.

Several models focusing on the rater’s cognitive processes during
judgment have been proposed (Cooper, 1981; DeNisi et al., 1984;
Feldman, 1381; Ilgen & Feldman, 1983). Similar to Landy & Farr
(1980), these models have adopted an information processing perspective
to the zrating process. Rather than passively responding to an
appraisal instrument, the rater is viewed as an information gatherer and
processor acﬁively engaging in a social perception exercise (DeNisi et
al., 1984).

The information processing models are based on the social
cognition literature and assert that raters must: (1) gather
information from the appraisal context by attending to and

recognizing relevant information; (2) categorize that information and
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integrate new information in some organized fashion; and (3)
recall/integrate the appropriate information when task demands
require a formal performance Jjudgment (Feldman, 1981; Ilgen &
Feldman, 1983).

Although these information processing perspectives have
stinulated theoretical discussion about the rater’s coganitive
activities during th‘ appraisal process (Banks, 1982), few direct
assessments of the linkages between the attention, storage, retrieval,
or integration stages, nor systematic investigations within any
particular phase have been conducted. The purpose of this research
is to0 examine the attention or information gathering phase by
investigating the influence of factors in the appraisal context on
the strategies in which raters engage when collecting information to
form evaluative Jjudgments. To achieve this goal, techniques
relevant to examining cognitive processing variables such as
attention are examined. Next, factors affecting attention or
information gathering issues are explored and hypotheses presented.

Finally, the current focus and resulting experiment are presented.
Methodologies For Studying Cognitive Processes

The decision making literature within cognitive psychology has
identified two methodologies for investigating the cognitive processes
of individuals as they engage in decision tasks. These techniquas are
structural analysis/policy capturing and process tracing. Policy
capturing statistically jnfers the decision process from parameters
surrounding the decision situation through regression analysis

(Svenson, 1979). Process tracing observes the predecisional behavior in



analyzing a situation by tracing the steps leading to a decision (Payne,
Braunstein, & Carroll, 1978).

Each methodology is introduced and both techniques are
reviewed in terms of general issues surrounding these information
processing methods. This review is followed by a brief summary of
research applying each technique to performance appraisal issues.
Finally, limitations in the current use of these techniques in
process—-orientad research in performance appraisal is presented and
the present theoretical framework is described.

Policy Capturing

Policy capturing determines what judges "do* (i.e., what
information is used) when presented a series of stimuli
representing a decision task (Slovic & Lichtenstein, 1971).
Through regression analysis, the subject’s final decision is
statistically examined to create a mathematical description of the
decision policy (i.e., the actions of the judge). The extent to which
the outcome of the judge’s decision can be predicted based on the
characteristics of the stimuli is the extent to which the judge’s policy
has been “"captured” (Naylor & Wherry, 1963).

In a recent review of the policy capturing literature, Hobson &
Gibson (1983) identified three advantages to the utilization of policy
capturing results. First, the unique information processing
strategy of each judge can be determined and compared to other judges
viewing the same stimuli. Second, the rating policy gathered
through the mathematical description can be compared to a
subjective estimate of the same process. Finally, judges/raters can be

trained regarding the consistent use of a particular rating



strategy.

In the typical experiment, subjects/raters are presented
profiles (i.e., paragraph descriptions) representing hypothetical
stimuli (e.g., graduate school applicants, clinical patients) and are
asked to provide a quantitative evaluation for each
“individual.® All profiles are constructed to reflect the level of
performance on several criterion elements (i.e., GRE’s,
sociability) and the level of the different criterion elements is
varied among profiles. In regressing the overall evaluation onto the
different criterion elements and examining the beta weights and
corresponding R squared, the judge’s implicit, integrative process is
inferred without the decision maker subjectively determining the actual
process (Zadeck & Kafry, 1977).

Policy capturing has been used to investigate a wide variety of
research issues. Brady & Rappoport (1973) examined experts’ policies
regarding nuclear regulation; Rynes & Lawler (1983) used policy
capturing to examine the role of expactancies in the search for job
alternatives. Other topics utilizing policy capturing include (1)
graduate school acceptance process (Dawes, 1971), (2) attitudes in
organizational diagnosis (Madden, 1981), (3) transportation for
the handicapped (Allen & Muchinsky, 1984), and (4) executive acquisition
decisions (Stahl & Zimmerer, 1984).

For example, Allen & Muchinsky (1984) used policy capturing to
determine the desirability of providing special transportation services
for the physically handicapped. Subjects (students and transportation
employees) were givem 36 bus proposals that contained four

dimensions of transportation services and equipment (entrance, safety,
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coafort, and mobility with limited funds). The levels of these
dimensions varied among the different proposals. Based on the overall
assessaent of desirability, regression equations were constructed to
reflect the degree of importance for the different dimensions. The
policy equations revealed that the evaluations were based on
entrance and safety (functional necessities) to a greater extent
than comfort and mobility with limited funds (comfort/convenience).
Exocess Tracing

Unlike policy capturing which infers cognitive activities from
the structural decomposition of the decision situation, process
tracing techniques focus on observing the predecisional behavior in
analyzing and evaluating a situation. This methodology directly
assesses what information the rater/decision maker had available and how
that information was used to forma a judgment (Payne et al., 1378;
Pitz, 1976). Two of the most relevant process tracing techniques are:
(1) verbal protocols and (2) explicit information search.

Verbal protocols. The collection of verbal protocols provides a
sequential record of the subject’s ongoing predecisional behavior.
In progressing through the decision situation, the subject is asked to
state aloud his or her line of reasoning in completing the decision
task (e.g., Payne, 1976). It is assumed that the subject’s
utterance at time ¢t indicates his or her knowledge state at time ¢
(Newell & Simon, 1972). Through the dissection and coding of verbal
protocols, the intermediate stages between presentation of a stimulus
and final judgment are revealed.

Verbal protocol data have been used for a variety of

different purposes such as (1) exploratory investigations of new
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decision behaviors (e.g., Carroll & Payne, 1977; Svenson, 1974), (2)
supplementing information obtained from other process tracing methods
(e.g., Payne, 1976), (3) testing hypotheses about a particular
phenomenon (e.g., Bettman & Park, 1980; Montgomery, 1976), and (4)
building and testing computer models of decision behavior (e.g., Payne
et al., 1978).

As a method for exploring a new area in decision research,
Carroll & Payne (1977) used verbal protocols to search for
regularities in thought among parole decision makers. The authors were
interested in the role of attribution theory in parole decision
making and found that attributional statements comprised the largest
category of verbal statements generated. Additionally, ¢this ¢type of
statement occurred in a particular stage in the decision
process. Attributional statments represented more than one-fifth of
all coded statements and tended to occur in the third quarter of the
protocol (cf. Payne et al., 1978).

Verbal protocols have also been used to supplement
information for data obtained from other process-oriented methods. Payne
(1876), for example, found that coded protocols provided explanatory
information to strengthen the conclusions drawn from data gathered
through the explicit search technique. The verbal protocols provided
insight as to why subjects used particular strategies in reducing
the amount of information that was presented to them.

Verbal protocols have also been used to ‘besb a priori
hypotheses. Bettman & Park (1980) used coded protocols to examine the
effects of prior knowledge and phases of choice on decision processes.

The authors found that consumers with moderate prior knowledge and
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experience used more of the available information than subjects low or
high in prior knowledge. Finally, verbal protocols have been used
to systematically model the step by step fashion in which subjects
complete decision tasks (Payne et al., 1978). The creation of an
information processing model attempts to accurately represent the
decision process in the same sequential pattern as the subject.
This type of modeling is an important step in developing a
generalized understanding of decision behavior.

Explicit information search. With this approach, the decision
maker’'s information acquisition patterns are monitored by presenting
subjects with decision tasks in which they must explicitly
seaxch for information. The information is typically presented on
a matrix/board containing alternatives (e.g, apartments, consumer
products) and attributes or dimensions (e.g., rent, price)
describing the alternatives. This type of display has been labeled
an “information display board" (Jacoby, Chestnut, Fisher, & Weigl,
1976; Wilkins, 1964).

Each cell of the alternative x dimension information display board
contains an information value representing the corresponding alternative
and diaension pair (e.g., the rent for Apartment A is 250
dollars/month). Subjects are usually permitted to search for as little
or as much information as they would like in making their choice.

To select information, the subject locates the cell of interest, notes
the information presented and continues this process until the final
choice selection is made.

To examine the salient characteristics of an individual’s

search process, four types of variables have been utilized: depth of
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search, content of search, sequence of search, and latency or response
time (Jacoby et al., 1976; Payne et al., 1978). Depth of search
refers to the amount of information acquired by the decision maker
during the particular task under consideration. Content of search
refers to the specific nature of the information accessed (e.g, price
versus nutrient information in a consumer product experiment).
Sequence of information search refers to the temporal pattern inm which
information was acquired and provides information about the
strategies in which subjects engaged while acquiring information.
Finally, latency data provides information regarding the amount of time
necessary to view the information and complete the decision task.

To illustrate, Jacoby, Chestnut, & Fisher (1978) collected depth,
content, sequence, and latency data in an investigation of perceived
risk, product importance, and prior knowladge on the choice of
breakfast cereals. An information display board was constructed to
simulate the information environment for purchasing cold breakfast
cereals. Brand names and product attributes comprised the
matrix/board and subjects were instructed to search for information
values until ready to choose a cereal. The authors found that
product importance was related to the depth of search, but that
perceived risk and brand loyalty were not related to any search

variables.
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General Issyeg Surrounding
af tio oc i Meth 1

Most of the research addressing human judgment processes in
decision making has employed the policy capturing/regression
approach and relatively few have used process tracing. Billings &
Marcus (1983) compared policy capturing (rating task) and process
tracing (information board) techniques regarding their convergence in
measuring decision behavior. The authors found little agreement
between the two measures and concluded that separate processes were
being tapped by each method.

In mathematically representing what the rater might do when faced
with a similar array of stimulus information, policy capturing
describes the input-output relationship characterizing the decision
situation. Policy capturing examines the influence of the stimulus
variables on the response variables (Simon, 1976), i.e., how the
information was combined to form a judgment. This procedure
does not, however, provide insight into what the rater actually did.
Research that has compared the judge’s stated policy with that produced
from the regression analysis has found discrepant results. Raters
tend to underestimate the weight of important cues and overestimate
the weight ascribed less important cues (e.g., Hobson, Mendel, &
Gibson, 1981).

When the goal for a piece of research is to explore the
processes by which a decision is reached, the more appropriate
technique would be one specifically designed for examining ongoing
process issues. Simon (1976) noted that the correlational

paradigs is relatively useless for discovering process models which
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delineate "what goes on between the appearance of a stimulus and
performance of a response" (p. 261). For instance, the regression
approach interprets a high multiple R as indication of an additive,
linear combination of variables; nevertheless, the multiple R does
not necessarily indicate that the judge used an additive combination of
variables (Oskamp, 1967). In addition, two or more structural
models of the judgment process may be algebraically equivalent, yet
suggestive of different underlying processes (Hoffman, 1960).

Thus, for examining process issues, it is necessary to use a
technique capable of documenting predecisicnal events. Billings &
Marcus (1983) suggested that the decision behavior tapped by the
process tracing method was the prejudgment acquisition of
information. Although process tracing techniques may tap the
appropriate process, as with policy capturing, care must be taken to
avoid mere demonstrations of the technique’s usefulness versus

examinations of conceptually-driven notions.

Applications of Process Techaiques
to Performance Appraisal

Bolicy Capturing

Several performance appraisal studies have employed policy
capturing as a methodology for assessing the cognitive activities of
raters while evaluating others (Anderson, 1977; DeNisi & Stevens,
1981; Hobson, Mendel, & Gibson, 1981; Naylor & Wherry, 1965; Stumpf &
London, 1981; Taylor & Wilsted, 1974; 2edeck & Cascio, 1982;
Zedeck & Kafry, 1977). The goal of these studies has been to elicit
the unique information processing strategies of raters based on the

overall evaluations assigned to ratees.
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Raters are usually presented profiles (verbal or numerical)
repreasenting hypothetical employees and are asked to provide an
overall rating of effectiveness for each employee. Profiles are
coastructed to reflect the ratee’s lavel of performance on several job
dimensions and the performance on the different dimensions is varied
among ratees (Zedeck & Kafry, 1977). Naylor & Wherry (19635)
developed 250 profiles representing scores of hypothetical Air Force
recruits on 23 traits. Raters (Air Force supervisors) were asked to
determine each recruit’s "worth to the Air Force" based on the
information (scores on the different traits) provided. Regression
equations indicated that raters weighted and combined information
consistently across ratees.

Using policy capturing techniques for testing a priori
notions regarding performance appraisal issues, Zedeck & Cascio
(1982) examined the effect of rater training and appraisal purpose on
rating accuracy. A 2 (rater training versus no training) x 3
(development, merit raise, retention) ANOVA with the standard
deviation in ratings across ratees as the dependent variable
revealed that integrative strategies differed by appraisal
purpose. Subjects (college students) in the merit raise condition
weighted and combined information similar to each other, yet

qualitatively different than those in the other purpose

conditions.
Process Tracing
Verbal protocols. The use of verbal protocols for

investigating performance appraisal issues has Dbeen severely

limited. Lewin & Layman (1979) analyzed verbal protocols to
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develop models of information processing strategies involved in the

peer rating process. Subjects participated in a simulation of

managerial decision making in which groups of 5-7 were videotaped while
analyzing a hypothetical company and preparing recommendations for
that company. Participants then completed a peer evaluation
questionnaire consisting of sociometric items. All questionnaires
were missing one item and the individuals were independently presented
their missing item and asked to verbally respond to that itesm.

Although verbal protocols were not gathered during the entire
decision task, information processing models based on the
individual protocol sessions and the videotaped group decision making
were developed in order to rank group members for each sociometric
question. Spearman rank correlations demonstrated a high
relationship between predicted rank orders and actual rank orders.
That is, protocol-derived models appeared to capture the information
being processed by individuals while evaluating their peers.

it i ation search. Matte (1982) used the

information board to investigate factors affecting
attentional/observational processes in performance appraisal. Matte
exanined factors that might result in some ratees being observed
more closely than others (i.e., more extensive information
search for some ratees). The following three factors were addressed:
(1) level of ratee performance (high versus low); (2) consistency of
performance (high versus 1low); and (3) appraisal purpose
(promotion plus feedback administration versus feedback only).

Subjects (college students) were presented with six 8 x 6

matrices (boards) representing the performance of eight grocery clerks
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on six performance dimensions over the course of six months.
Participants were instructed to use as little information (i.e., a
numerical rating reflecting the employee’s performance on a particular
dimension during the month being investigated) as necessary to
provide a summary rating for each employee and for each dimension.
Additionally, four ratees representing the promotion plus feedback
condition were rated concerning their eligibility for promotionm.

Matte used the depth/amount of information searched as the major
dependent variable. Raters engaged in a higher rate of information
search when the ratee’s performance was high, inconsistent and
for promotion plus feedback purposes. Secondly, although not part of
the original hypotheses, Matte also examined the content of
information searched for different appraisal purposes. Results
indicated that subjects sought Attendance and Punctuality and
Courtesy to Customers more than the other dimensions across the
different purposes, but that Reordering Stock received
significantly more attention for the promotion condition.

Although the *information board® was not
operationalized in teras of the prototypical ratee by dimension
array, HWilliams et al. (1985) examined information search
behavior for different appraisal purposes (salary increase,
promotion, remedial training) and outcomes (designation,
deservedness) using a computer-controlled search procedure.
Designation outcomes referred to those situations where the supervisor
must designate one individual to receive the particular outcome.
Deservedness outcomes referred to those situations where the

supervisor must assess how deserving each employee was of the
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particular outcoame.

Subjects (college students) were instructed to evaluate four
different ratees in terms of the particular Purpose X Outcome they were
assigned. Subjects were seated at a computer console and presented
an item describing the performance of one ratee performing a
particular task (e.g., Anne, Budget). To gather sufficient
information about all ratees to make a
deservedness/designation rating, subjects could request one of four
types of information content from the computer display: (1) the same
person performing the same task; (2) the same person performing a
different task; (3) a different person performing the same task; and (4)
a2 different person performing a different task. Results indicated that
subjects searched more extensively for information regarding the
‘same person performing a different task” for deservedness decisions
and “a different person performing the same task" for designation

decisions.

rocess-Oriented Research
ip Performance Appraisal

Information processing models in performance appraisal have
identified four subphases to the rater’s judgment process:
attention, categorization, recall, and integration. Most of the
rasearch exploring "process™ has utlized policy capturing, a technique
which has bsen shown to appropriately assess issues 1revolving
around post-decision information integration. To assess ongoing
process, the appropriate starting point would be when social
perception commences, during the first subphase, or attention.

DeNisi et al. (1984) defined the attentional stage of ‘the
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performance evaluation process in terms of observation or
information gathering. The authors suggested that the observation
process could be defined by the amount of information search that is
conducted prior to the assignment of summary performance ratings.

This view of attention is most similar to Billings & Marcus’ (1983)
recommended use of process tracing methodologies in information
acquisition research.

There are three 1limitations to the process tracing
literature in performance appraisal. First, research that has
attempted to directly address attentional issues through process tracing
has been quite sparse. Only three studies could be located that
employed process tracing techniques to the evaluation of
employees. Second, in performance appraisal research, the
neasuresents of information search have been limited. As noted
earlier, the decision making literature has identified four types of
search variables for use with the information display Dboard:
depth, ocontent, sequence, and latency. Matte (1982) primarily
examined the depth of search and analyzed content on a post hoc
basis. Williams et al. (1985) examined information type in terms of
depth of search. To gain a comprehensive understanding of search
behavior and attentional processes, it is important to not only comsider
the amount and content of information searched, but also the
sequence in which that information was sought. Latency
information can provide supportive data to the other search
variables or can be used independently to provide information
regarding the importance of partvicular items or alternatives.

Thirxd, previous process-oriented techniques for addressing
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attentional issues involved the reliance on naive raters as the
experimental subjects. For the =most part, not only are the
subjects unknowledgeable about the individuals whom they are
rating, the subjects are also typically blind as to the dimensions being
rated. For exaanple, Matte used the 3jodb of grocery clerk because it
was assumed to be a job of reasonable familiarity. Subjects may
merely be searching to find out more about the Jjob than searching
because of the particular manipulation.

Thus, process-oriented approaches to performance appraisal suffer
from focusing primarily on indicants of information processing
(e.g, policy capturing), using decision making techniques for
measuring information search/attentional processes without fully

examining search variables, and relying on naive subjects.

Framework for the Current Research

Two assumptions are guiding the current approach to
investigating information processing issues in performance
assessmaent: (1) human beings arxe limited in their information
processing capabilities (Newell & Simon, 1972) and (2) raters cannot
observe every behavior emitted by each employee in the particular
rating period. Given that all behaviors emitted cannot be observed
and all observations cannot be processed, it is important to
examine how factors in the appraisal context influence the
attentional component of the information processing models.

In the ©present investigation, the attentional component of
information processing models of performance assessment is

operationally examined in terms of information acquisition. Siamilar
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to the decision making literature, information acquisition is

operationalized as search behavior and is measured in terms of
ssquence and depth of seatch.l In the next section, factors in
the appraisal context that may influence attentional/observation
issues are presented and the search variables are defined. Finally,
the independent variables are operationalized and hypotheses

incorporating the search variables are provided.

Factors Affecting the Attention or
Information Gathering Process

The information processing perspective posits that the rater is an
active seeker and processor of information (Ilgen & Feldman, 1983).
Even when the appraiser is passively responding to the presentation
of information, he/she must still choose which “pieces® of
information should be attended to and coded for later retrieval (cf.
Bargh, 1982). DeNisi et al. (1984) developed a social-cognitive model
of the performance appraisal process that incorporated several
factors that might affect the rater’s attentional processes and
subsequent information search. Two of these proposed factors are
appraisal purpose and prior knowledge (preconceived notioms). Both
of these factors present implications for information processing
issues and subsequent phases in information processing models; yet,
only two studies have focused on the information processing aspect of
purpose and no studies have investigated the additionmal contribution
of prior knowledge.

Appraisal Purpose
Traditionally, appraisal purpose (i.e., the use for which the

ratings are being collected) has been examined in terms of the
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rater‘’s motivation or willingness to provide accurate ratings.
Research has demonstrated that ratiags collected for
administrative purposes (promotion, raise) tend to be more lenient than
ratings collected for research or developmental purposes (e.g.,
Meyer, Kay, & French, 1967). For example, Kirkpatrick, Ewven,
Barrett, & Katzell (1968) found that ratings for research purposes did
not differ between blacks and whites, although ratings on the
same sample of employees for administrative purposes were higher for
whites than for blacks (cf. Landy & Farr, 1983).

Recant research has demonstrated that appraisal purpose may also
affect the information that is sought prior to assigning performance
judgments (Matte, 1982; Williams et al., 1985). Matte (1982) used
the information display board to investigate the influence of appraisal
iaportance (purpose) on the extent ¢to which subjects searched for
information about ratees (i.e., depth of search). The two purposes
investigated were: (1) promotion decision plus the administration of
feedback and (2) only the administration of feedback. It was
hypothesized that making a promotion decision plus administering that
information to the ratee would be perceived as more important to the
rater (i.e., greater accountability) and result in greater information
search than appraising an individual‘’s performance only for the purpose
of giving feedback. Results supported this hypothesis; raters searched
for information more extensively in preparation for an important task
(e.g., promotion plus feedback) than for a task that was lower in
importance (e.g., feedback only).

Williams et al. (1985) also investigated the influence of

appraisal purpose on the depth of information search. Three
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purposes were examined (1) salary increase, (2) promotion, (3)
remedial training for one of two possible outcomes (deservedness,
designation). Subjects were either instructed to rate how
deserving each individual was or designate one individual to receive
the particular outcome. No main effects on information search were
found; however, the greatest amount of information search occurred in
the most important Purpose x Outcome condition (i.e., salary raise,
designation).

Prio e

One of the common criticisas given laboratory
investigations of performance appraisal issues is the
overreliance on naive subjects in the place of supervisors (Ilgen
& Favero, 1985). In the current context, both Matte (1982) and
Hilliams et al. (1985) used subjects having no knowledge about
the ratees +to be evaluated. However, it has been suggested that
prior knowledge or preconceived notions (DeNisi et al., 1984)
structures and possibly reduces the flow of incoming informationm.
Prior knowlege has been shown +¢o0 operate as a type of schema
that reduces cognitive chaos by influencing the information that is
sought by the cognitive system (Cohen, 1981).

Hansen (1980) suggested that individuals approach an
attributional setting with tentative hypotheses regarding the
witnessed events. These tentative hypotheses may then guide the
perceiver‘s search for information on which to support formal
explanations for the observed events. In the performance
appraisal context, supervisors enter the performance evaluation

process with an existing knowledge base about the ratees. Thus far,
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little research has addressed the influence of prior knowledge
on the extent to which supervisors will search for information.

Prior knowledge may develop from a varievy of different origins
including (1) earlier interactions with the ratee, (2) prior
evaluations, or (3) information about the ratee that is gathered from
other sources (DeNisi et al., 1984). Prior knowledge results in
the development of a schema that reduces cognitive chaos by influencing
the information that is sought by the cognitive systen.(Cohcn, 1981).
For example, a rater who develops a “good" or "bad"
impression/schema may not feel the need to collect new information about
the worker or may desire just enough information to reinforce the
schema.

Research addressing the influence of prior knowledge has
focused on the outcomes resulting from the similarity between the
existing knowledge base and subsequent observations. Using a
performance appraisal task, Murphy, Balzer, Lockhart, & Eisenman (19895)
examined the impact of a ratee’s previous performance level on later
observations and corresponding ratings of performance for that
individual. Subjects rated three videotapes of a graduate student
delivering lectures. Half the subjects viewed two performances
that were "poor" followed by an "average" performance videotape and half
the subjects viewed two "good” performance videotapes followed by
the same "average" videotape.

Manipulation checks indicated that the "good" performance tapes
ware perceived as representing significantly better performance
than the first two "poor" performance tapes. However, ratings for the

thixd tape (average performance) indicated a significant contrast
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effect. Ratings from subjects having first viewed the “poor"® tapes

were higher than ratings froam individuals in the “"good" performance
condition.
The authors hypothesized that the contrast effect may be due to

(1) biases in memory for ratee behaviors or (2) biases in attention

to and encoding of ratee behaviors. Murphy et al. conducted a
second experiment to test the notion that contrast effects are due
to memoxry biases. Based on recent memory research which found that
general impressions have an increasingly strong effect as the time lag
between observation and judgment lengthens (e.g., Hastie, 1980), the
authors hypothesized that the contrast effects should be accentuated if
increased memory demands (i.e., time lag) are imposed on the
participants.

To test this hypothesis, subjects viewed the first two tapes and
returned the following day to view the third tape and provide behavior
and performance ratings. The authors did not find a contrast
effect; no significant differences were found between the “good" and
"poor" performance conditions regarding the rating of the "average"
performance. The authors concluded that the contrast effect
found in the first study was not due to memory biases and suggested
that these biases may enter during the attention-encoding process
and recommended that research address such a bias.

The present research explores how the presence of a
knowledge base affects the attention-encoding process. More
specifically, prior to determining the impact of a "good"
impression when faced with subsequent "poor* performance, it is

critical to examine the influence of the "good®" versus *poorx”
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impressions on attentional processes (i.e., information
search). The next section describes the search variables employed.
Following this discussion, the independent variables are operationalized

and the hypotheses are presented.

Seaxrch Variables

Depth of Search

The decision making literature has defined depth of search in terms
of the total amount of information an individual acquires while
completing the decision task. The extent to which a subject searches
for information regarding a particular decision problem provides
information indicating the relative importance of the different
dimensions and alternatives in completion of the task. For example,
Matte (1982) used the amount of information searched to index the
differential reliance on available information depending on the
importance of the decision to the rater. The present investigation
measures depth of search in terms of the total number of information
pieces acquired.
ssquence of Search

The sequence of information search provides information
regarding the temporal pattern by which the information was
acquired. The decision making literature has delineated three types
of search patterns that can be examined through the informatiom
board (e.g., Payne, 1976). These search patterns are categorized based
on the relationship between the nth and ath + 1 pieces of
information acquired. Interdimensional search indicates a search

pattern characterized by successive information requests across
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dinensions within a particular alternative. Intradimensional

search represents a search strategy involving greater numbers of
information requests within a dimension and across alternatives.
Finally, shifts reflect noncategorical search patterns in which the
ath and nth + 1 pieces of information requested do not represent

the same dimension or the same alternative.

Appraisal Puypose and Prior Knowledge
Operationalized and Hypotheses Presented

Appraisal purpose. Based on previous research with appraisal
purpose, two uses for collecting appraisal information were
investigated: either an administrative decision (e.g., promotion) or
a developaental decision (e.g., remedial training). A promotion
decision has greater consequences for the rater and the ratee and is
expected to be perceived as more important than a recommendation
for training. In addition, this perceived importance is expected to
affect the process by which the information is acquired. Thus, based
on examinations by Matte and Williams et al., the following hypotheses
are suggested regarding appraisal purpose and information search
variables:

Hypothesis 1: Depth of search will bDe greater for subjects
making administrative decisions than subjects making
developmental decisions.

In addition, two exploratory hypotheses are examined regarding
search sequence. It is assumed that an administrative decision
more directly involves a comparison among ratees and a
developmental decision involves an examination of each ratee’s

strengths and weaknesses.
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Hypothesis 2a: When assigning performance judgments for an
administrative decision, the sequence of search will be

characterized by an intradimensional search strategy.
Hypothesis 2b: When assigning performance judgments

for a developmental decision, the sequence of search
will be characterized by an interdimensional search strategy.

Prior knowledge. Two aspects of prior knowledge are

investigated: the presence/absence of that knowledge and the level of
performance (high versus low) within that scheme. Hansen (1980)
hypothesized that evaluators within a social context follow the rule of
cognitive economy when faced with incoming information. Perceivers
simplify the amount of information to be processed by relying on
mechanisms that group information together. One method for grouping
information is to utilize one’s preconceived notions based on prior
knowledge and/or experience regarding the incoming informatiom.
Thus, the hypothesis regarding prior knowledge and information search
is:

Hypothesis 3: Raters will search more extensively

for ratees about whom they have no information than ratees

about whom they have knowledge.
Due to the lack of research regarding the influence of prior
knowledge on information search variables in performance
appraisal, no a priori hypotheses are offered for search sequence.

Appraisal purpose X level of performance. Appraisal

purpose and prior knowledge may affect the amount and/or type of
information that is searched when evaluating others. In addition, the
level of performance (good versus bad) in the prior impression may
interact with appraisal purpose in affecting information search. Matte

(1982) found that the importance of the decision and the level of
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performance emitted by the ratee interacted such that raters in
the promotion plus feedback condition searched for more information
for the high performers than for the 1low performers.
Consequently, the following hypotheses are offered:

Hypothesis 4a: Performance appraisals conducted for

administrative purposes will result in greater information

search for high than for low performers.

Hypothesis 4b: Performance appraisals conducted for

developmental purposes will result in more information seaxch
for low than for high performers.



METHOD

sSapple

Subjects in the present investigation included 100 male and
female undergraduate students who participated voluntarily or as part
of a course requirement. A power analysis revealed that this sample
size provided appropriate statistical power (e.g., .89) to detect a
“moderate"” effect size with the design employed (Cohen, 1979).
General Procedure

Subjects were tested individually and randomly assigned to an
experimental condition. After entering the experimental room, the
subject was seated in front of a Zenith personal computer. On the
computer screen, the subject was welcomed to the experiment and
acquainted with the procedure for accessing information from the
computer. Following this tutorial, the subject was given an
opportunity to ask questions and to practice his/her new skill by
conducting a practice performance evaluation. The subject then
engaged in the information search task until ready to select the
appropriate ratee. Upon completion of this selection, a post
search questionnaire was administered. The subject was debriefed and

thanked for his/her participation.

28
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Ratees

The job whose performance the subjects rated was that of a

police officer. The job was chosen because it was believed to be
reasonably familiar to most individuals and critical incident
information based on a performance scale development project (Landy
& Farr, 1975) was available.

The job dimensions used were chosen based on their adequacy in
providing behavioral examples of good, average, and poor police officer
performance. Consequently, the following six dimensions were used in
this study: (1) Job Knowledge; (2) Judgment; (3) Dependability or
Reliability; (4) Communication; (5) Work Attitude; and (6) Dealing with
Others.

Degign

The design of the present study was a 2 X 3 mixed analysis of
variance design with repeated measures on the last factor. The two
independent variables were appraisal purpose (administrative versus
developmental decision), and performance level in the prior impression
(high, low, none). The design of the experiment is illustrated in
Figure 1. Subjects were randomly assigned to an appraisal purpose
condition. Each subject experienced all three levels of prior
knowledge.

1 Variables

aisal purpose. Appraisal purpose was examined in terms of
the type of decision to be made from the performance appraisal
information (i.e., administrative versus developmental decision). In
the present study, subjects assumed the role of a police sergeant who

nust evaluate his/her officers for a particular purpose. Half the
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Experimental Design for the Present Study
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subjects were instructed to make an administrative decision and
half were instructed to make a developmental decision. Those in the
administrative condition selected one officer to be promoted and
subjects in the developmental condition selected one officer to send
to remedial training.

Prior kpowledge. Prior knowledge was operationalized as the
overall impression raters possessed regarding their officers’ past
pexformance (i.e., ®“good" versus “poor”®). To determine the impact
of prior knowledge/impressions on attentional processes, subjects
were provided with background information concerning a subset of the
officers being evaluated. This background information consisted of
paragraph descriptions representing behavioral examples of the
performance dimensions used in the evaluation task (see Appendix E for
profiles).

Research by Tversky & Kahneman (1974) has demonstrated that
individuals have a bias towards information that is based on
personal or subjective experience rather +than abstract
statistical data. Nisbett & Ross (1980) noted that statistical
information may be too abstract and/or dry for people to use (cf.
Kirsch, 1985). In addition, statistical information may conjure up
inages other than what was intended (Hogarth, 1980). For example,
"rarely checks files for a suspect’s friends and favorite hangouts”
may be cognitively evaluated and/or represented much differently than a

"2" on "Initiative® for police officer performance. Consequently,
verbal statements were chosen to create the global performance

imprassions.
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Level of performance in impression. Profiles were composed of
behavioral incidents collected for the development of a performance
evaluation instrument (Landy & Farr, 1975). Using a 9-point scale
(1=very undesirable performance and 9=very desirable performance),
30 college undergraduates rated whether these behavioral incidents
reflected above average, average, or below average performance. To
maximize the impression of “good" versus *“poor" performance, incidents
representing above average performance (N=7.0-9.0) or high-average
performance (M=6.0-6.9) were used to construct the *“good®
performing profiles. Similarly, statements representing 1low
{M=1.0-3.0) or low-average performance (M=3.1-4.0) were used to
construct the "poor" performing paragraphs. The means and standard
deviations for the incidents used in the background profiles are
presented in Table 1.

In the current study, three officers represented poor
performing officexs and three officers represented good
performing officers. Profiles A, B, and C represented Good
performers, profiles D, E, and F represented Poor performers, and
officers G, H, and I were not described in the background packet.
Task

In this investigation, the information board from the
consumer psychology (e.g., dJacoby et al., 1976) and decision making
(e.g., Payne, 1976) literatures was adapted to a performance
evaluation task involving ratees (alternatives) and dimensions of
performance (dimensions). The "board" was presented and controlled by
a Zenith personal computer. Subjects were presented a list of

officers and a list of job dimensions and were asked to select
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Perceived Desirability of Profile Incidents
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for Effective Performance (N=30)

Profile Dimension
JK J D/R C WA DO
A 7.33 7.33 8.00 7.83 8.20 7.70
(1.56) (1.81) (1.49) (1.58) (1.18) (1.23)
B 7.00 7.90 7.87 7.93 7.93 7.20
(1.93) (2.02) (1.76) (1.46) (1.41) (2.41)
C 8.07 7.93 7.87 7.90 8.00 8.23
(1.34) (1.41) (1.50) (1.26) (1.26) (1.19)
D 1.73 2.50 1.60 2.03 1.83 2.80
(1.11) (1.43) (1.10) (1.07) (1.46) (1.13)
E 3.07 1.97 1.10 1.97 2.13 1.70
(2.69) (1.19) (0.30) (1.33) (1.11) (1.09)
F 1.97 2.50 1.40 2.00 1.30 2.13
(1.43) (1.50) (0.62) (1.17) «(1.29) (1.34)

JK=Job Knowladge
J=Judgment

D/R=Dependability/Reliability

C=Comnmunication
WAsWork Attitude
DO=Dealing with Others

Numbers in first row represent means and numbers

represent standard deviations.

in parentheses
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information by accessing the officer and dimension of interest. Figure
2 contains a typical screemn of information the subject encountered.
After selecting the desired alternative and dimension, the
corresponding information value was presented to the subject on the next
screen. The subject’s task was to gather as much information as

needed to select one officer to be promoted/trained.

Protocol and Stimuli
Introduction and practice. At the beginning of the session,

subjects were welcomed to the experiment and told that they would be
assuming the role of a police sergeant who must evaluate his/her
employees in terms of their promotability or need for remedial
training. Additionally, the subjects were acquainted with the
procedure for accessing information from the computer (see Appendix A
for the introduction messages for both purpose conditions). Following
this introduction, participants were given an opportunity to practice
the search procedure (see Appendix B) by selecting one nurse to be
proaoted/trained (depending on the appraisal purpose assigned).

Four dimensions of performance could be searched in
evaluating these nurses. These performance dimensions included
Patient-Family Teaching, Professional Nursing, Basic Nursing Care, and
Documentation and are defined in Appendix B. The information values
(i.e., behavioral incident for a particular nurse on a particular
performance dimension) were constructed to represent average
performance across dimensions for each nurse and to minimize the
intercorrelation among dimensions (see Appendix C for the information
values comprising the practice task). Subjects were instructed to look

at as little or as much information as necessary to select one
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ALTERNATIVE DIMENSION

1: OFFICER A : JOB KNOWLEDGE

¢ OFFICER B 2: JUDGMENT
3: OFFICER C 3: DEPENDABILITY/RELIABILITY
4: OFFICER D 4: COMMUNICATION
J3: OFFICER E 5: WORK ATTITUDE
6: OFFICER F 6: DEALING WITH OTHERS
7: OFFICER G
8: OFFICER H

¢t OFFICER I

ENTER NO OF ALTERNATIVE FROM 1 TO 9 THEN RETURN ?
ENTER NO OF DIMENSION FROM 1 TO 6 THEN RETURN
Figure 2

Illustration of Performance Information
Acquisition Task
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purse for promotion or remedial training (depending on appraisal
purpose assigned). When the subject completed the selection for
the practice session, the police officer performance evaluation began.

lptroduction to experimental seggion. Subjects were
reintroduced to the type of decision to be made and were presented
definitions of the performance dimensions on which the officers would
be evaluated. A hard copy of the dimension definitions was made
available to the subject, but the subject was instructed to familiarize
him or herself with the dimensions prior to beginning the seaxch
process. Performance dimensions used are defined in Appendix D.

Prior kpowledge. After familiarizing themselves with the
dimensions, subjects were presented a packet containing paper
profiles representing the previous performance for six of their nine
subordinates (see Appendix E for background packets). As noted
earlier, profiles A, B, and C were always “"good" performers
and profiles D, E, and F were always “poor" performers. Attached
to each packet was a cover letter. This leatter was designed as a memo
from the previous sergeant who was just informed about a transfer and
had only a few days to gather together materials for the new sergeant.
Consequently, there was only time to provide background information for
some of the officers.

Search procedure. There were nine stimulus persons contained
in the list titled ALTERNATIVES and were described as officers of the
subject. Chestnut (1977) found that stimuli labeled by first names
generated differential levels of affect (cf. Matte, 1982);
consequently, officers were identified by an alphabetic letter (A-I).

The order of alternative/officer and dimension presentation on the
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computer screen was randomized for each subject.

Performance stimuli. The information values
corrasponding to alternative-dimension pairs were behavioral
statements (similar to those used in profile generation)
representing the officers’ level of performance on the six
different dimensions (see Appendix F for matrix contenmts).
Incidents used represented high, average, and low performance on the
different dimensions. The matrix of information values was constructed
to minimize the correlation among cue values (mean intercorrelation
=-,19; SD = ,07) depicting the 1level of performance on the
different dimensions and the level of performance across dimensions
for each ratee was approximately average (i.e., 5.0 om a 9-point
scale). In addition, the position of the matrix’ contents was ordered
across subjects to minimize the possible confirmatory/disconfirmatory
relationship with the items in the prior impressions. The six
statements representing an officer were always presented together.

All subjects were instructed to search for as little or as much
information as necessary to select the appropriate officer. Following
the completion of the search task, a hard copy of the subject’s search
process and the officer selected printed on the line printer next ¢to
the computer. A post-experimental questionnaire was administered and
the session was concluded (see Appendix G).

Dependent Variables

There were +two primary dependent measures used in the present
study: the depth of information search and the sequence of information
search. In addition, a post experimental questionnaire was

administered to assess the subject’s search strategy during the
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decision task and to provide manipulation checks for appraisal purpose
and prior knowledge.

Depth of gearch. Depth of search was operationalized as a
fraquency count of the total number of information pieces (i.e.,
ratee-peformance dimensions) requested. In addition, this total was
broken down into the mean amount of information acquisitions for the
different levels of prior knowledge: (1) the high performers (A,
B, C), the low performers (D, E, F) and the information-abseant or
neutral performers (G, H, I).

Seguence of search. Sequence of search was
operationalized in terms of the temporal pattern in which
information items were accessed. Payne (1976) has identified three
major search movements that characterize the sequence of search. These
novenents compare the alternative and dimension associated with the

pth and the gth + 1 pieces of information acquired and are
labeled interdimensional search, intradimensional search, and shifts.
A global measure of search pattern which incorporates the number of
interdimensional and intradimensional singlestep tranmsitions is

given by the following formula:

Pattera N
er - N
of 2 eecccccccea ra___
Search Ner + “ra

N,y = total number of interdimensional
singlestep tramsitions

N, . = total number of intradimensional
singlestep transitions
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A pattern of search characterized by mostly interdimensional transitions
would result in a value close to +1.00. Conversely, a pattern of search
characterized by mostly intradimensional searches would result in a
value close to -1.00. Mixed patterns (e.g., shifts) would result in a
value approximating zero.

Post search guestionnaire. The post-experimental questionnaires are
located in Appendix H. The purpose of these measures was to determine
whether the manipulations had their intended effects and to gain greater
insights into the search process than is available from monitoring only
external search activities.

In this questionnaire, participants were asked to indicate the
perceived importance of promotion/training recommendations (depending on
purpose assigned) (see questionnaire item 1). Additionally, subjects
were asked to compare the importance of promotion recommendations versus
training recommendations (see questionnaire item 2). Second, the
subjects were asked to describe if (and how) the purpose for which the
appraisal information was being collected influenced the amount of
information for which they searched (see questionnaire item 3). These
items provided the only distinction between the questionnaires.

For prior knowledge, subjects were asked (1) if they attempted to
categorize the background information in any way; (2) if so5, how they
grouped the information and if not, how they used the information (see
questionnaire item 6); and (3) whether they searched differently for
officers having background information than those that did not (see
questionnaire item 7). To supplement information regarding the
interaction of prior knowledge and appraisal puzpose; subjects were

asked to indicate whether the impressions formed from the background
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information influenced the attention paid the different officers (see
questionnaire item 9). Lastly, subjects were asked to recall the ratings
given the background profiles (see item 8).

Three additional open-ended questions were asked to examine the
strategies raters used to gather information. These items were not
included to define traditional decision making strategies (i.e.,
additive differnce, elimination by aspects), but were included to
provide additional insight into the information gathering process.

Consequently, three questions pertaining to the process of
gathering information were: (1) how the information items requested were
determined (see questionnaire item 5); (Z) what strategy was used to
gather information (see questionnaire item 4); and (3) what determined
that enough information had been colllected and to terminate the

selection process (see questionnaire item 10).



RESULTS

The results section is divided into four subsections. First, the
results regarding the manipulation checks for appraisal purpose,
level of performance in the prior knowledge, and order effects for
stimuli presentation are provided. Second, descriptive summaries
for the amount of information searched and the sequence by which
subjects acquired information are presented. Third, the overall analysis
for the influence of appraisal purpose and prior knowledge on search
variables is described. This discussion is then followed by a
presentation of the supplemental analyses conducted to further

understand the results found.

Manipulation Checks

After the task was completed, subjects were asked to rate the
perceived importance of using appraisal information for promotion
(training) decisions using a 7-point scale (i=of no importance and
7=extremely important). Results indicated that both appraisal
purposes were perceived as very important. As described in Table 2,
the nean importance rating for promotion was 6.08 (SD=.66) and the mean
importance rating for training was 5.86 (SD=1.01). These mean
importance ratings were not significantly different (%=1.29,

df (98), ns).

41



42

Table 2
Manipulation Check for Appraisal Purpose

MEAN
MEAN STANDARD COMPARATIVE STANDARD
PURPOSE IMPORTANCE& DEVIATION IMPORTANCEP DEVIATION
Promotion 6.08 0.66 4.66 1.36
(n=50)
Training 5.86 1.01 3.74 1.16
(n=50)
t 1.29 3.64
P .20 .00

3g5cale for importance was anchored with 1=of no importance and
7=extremely important

bgcale for comparative importance was anchored with 1=training
decisions are more important and 7=promotion decisions are more
important
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Subjects were also asked to compare the importance of using
appraisal information for promotion (training) versus using the
information for training (promotion) om a 7-point scale
(1=training decisions are more important, 4=equally important, and
T7=promotion decisions are more important). Results suggested
significant differences in the comparison ratings (t=3.64, df(98),
p<.001). Subjects in the promotion condition perceived using
appraisal information for promotional purposes as more important
than for <training purposes (M=4.66, SD=1.36). Conversely,
subjects in the training condition perceived using appraisal
information for training purposes as more important than promotional
purposes (M=3.66, SD=1.16).

For the manipulation check on prior knowledge, subjects were asked
to rate each paper profile on a 9-point scale (1=ineffective
performance, 9=effective performance, NA=not applicable). As
presented in Table 3, the "high" performers (Officers A, B, C) were
perceived as effective performers (M=8.08, SD=.82) and the "low”
performers (Officers D, E, F) were perceived as ineffective (M=1.82,
SD=.74) officers. The perceived difference between the high and low

performers was significant (£=48.55, df(99), p<.001).

An attempt was made to control for the possible
confirmatory/disconfirmatory relationship between the background
information and the computer screen by changing the placement of
alternative-dimension pairs across subjects. Only the order of items
was changed; the statements representing a particular officer were

always presented together. Nine versions were created so that

each series of statements would be used to represent each officer.
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Table 3
Manipulation Check for Prior Knowledge

MEAN

OFFICER EFFECTIVENESS STANDARD

SUBGROUP RATING DEVIATION t
Higha 8.08 0.82 48,55
Lowb 1.82 0.74

8High=average effectiveness rating given the profiles for Officers

A, B, and C on a 9-point scale of effectiveness where l=very
ineffective and 9=very effective.

bLow-avoraqc effectiveness rating given the profiles for Officers

D, E, and F on a 9-point scale of effectiveness where 1l=very
ineffective and 9=very effective.
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The number of subjects per version is presented in Appendix H.

To determine whether the particular placement of items
influenced search amount or the officer selected, two analyses of
variance were conducted and are presented in Tables 4 and §S. As
described by the tables, the amount of information searched
(F=.697, d4f(8,91), ns) did not differ by version. The officer
selected differed marginally by item placement (F=1.96, df(8,91),
p<¢.10). Thus, we can be reasonably confident that the subjects were

responding to similar information content.

Descriptive Summary of the Search Variables

intercorrelation among search variables. Table 6 contains the

intercorrelation among the search variables. The amount of information
searched by the three officer subgroups were moderately related to each
other and strongly related to the total amount of information searched.
The sequence of search, computed by Payne’s index, and the number
of interdimensional movements correlated .61; the correlation
betweaen sequence of search and the number of intradimensional
novements was -.68.

Amount segrched. The depth of information search for the
officers and dimensions are presented in Tables 7 and 8, respectively.
Table 7 describes the amount of information acquired for the high
performers, the low performers, and the "neutral® performers (i.e.,
those for whom no background information was provided) for the total
sample and for each appraisal purpose subgroup.

The total number of information pieces acquired for the two

appraisal purposes was quite similar. Subjects were instructed to look
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Table 4§
Analysis of Variance for the
Amount of Information Searched by Version

SOURCE S8 af MS E P
Version 6370,0090 8 796.251 0.697 .6393
Error 0.104E+06 91 1142.661
Table 5
Analysis of Variance for the
Officer Selected by Version
SOURCE g8 af MS E R
Version 99.907 8 12,488 1.96 .061

Errox 580.683 91 6.38
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Table 6
Intercorrelation Among Search Variables

1 2 3 4 S 6 7
1. Total Amt -
2. High-Ant 78 -
3. Low-Amt 84 43 -
4. Neutral-Amt 86 53 63 -
5. Pattern-Amt 95 26 33 37 -
6. Interdim-Amt 95 72 80 83 61 -
7. Iatradim-Amt 22 27 18 10 -e8 -08 -
Total Amt=total amount of information searched; High-Am =---

amount of information searched for the high performers from
the background information; Low-Amt=amount of information
searched for the low performers from the background
information; Neutral-Amt=amount of information searched for
the background-absent officers; Pattern-Amt=Payne’s index
for search sequence; Interdim-Amt=number of interdimensional
movements; and Intradim-Amt=number of intradimensional
movements.
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Table 7
Descriptive Summary of Search Depth
by Appraisal Purpose

PROMOTION TRAINING
(n=50) (n=50)

Ma spb M SD
Total Number of
Information
Acquisitions 65.60 31.64 66.58  35.37
High Performers 7.90 4,51 6.10 4,27
Low Performers 6.28 3.69 8.07 5.44
Neutral

Pexformers 7.71 4.12 8.01 4.45

TOTAL
(n=100)
M SD
66.09 33.39
7.00 4.46
7.18 4.71
7.886 4.27

8\¢=average number of information acquisitions for each

officer subgroup and total

bgp=standard deviation of information acquisitions for

each officer subgroup and total
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at as much information as necessary during the decision task and
consequantly, each piece of information could be accessed as many
tines as necessary. Therefore, although +the matrix contained 54
"pieces,” an infinite number of acquisitions could have occurred.
The nmean number of total information pieces acquired for subjects in
the promotion condition was 65.6 (SD=31.64), which ranged from 7 to
142 pieces for the 50 participants in this condition. Overall,
subjects in the training condition collected an average of 66.58
(SD=35.37) pieces of information, which ranged from 8 +to 152
total acquisitions.

To examine each officer subgroup, three composites were
formed. Each composite was based on the average amount of
information searched for all the officers in the subgroup.
Officexs A, B, and C formed the HIGH group, Officers D, E, and F
represented the LOW officers, and Officers G, H, and I formed the
NEUTRAL officers. When broken down by officer subgroup, subjects in
the promotion condition averaged 7.90 (SD=4.51), 6.28 (SD=3.69),
and 7.71 (SD=4.12) pieces of information for the High, Low, and Neutral
performers, respectively. Information search for the High performers
ranged from zero to 25.00 pieces collected, search for the Low
performers ranged from 0 to 13.00 information items, and total
acquisitions for the Neutral performers ranged from 0 to 18.67.
Subjects collecting information for a training decision averaged 6.10
(SD=4.27), 8.07 (SD=5.44), and 8.01 (SD=4.45) pieces of
iﬁfornation acquired for the High, Low, and Neutral performers,
respectively. The ranges surrounding these means are zero to 16.67

for the Righ perfomers, 0.67 to 27.67 for the Low performers, and 0 to
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19.67 for the Neutral performers. Officer by officer breakdown for the

amount of information searched is located in Appendix I.

Based on the total amount of information searched for the total
sample and by each appraisal purpose subgroup, Table 8 contains a
breakdown of +the depth of information searched for each performance
dimension. From an examination of ranges of acquisition amount, subjects
generally accessed each performance‘ dimension between zero and 29
times during the search process. Averaged across all six performance
dimensions, subjects in the training condition searched a mean of 11.10
(SD=1.45) pieces of information per dimension which ranged from a
mean of 9.28 (SD=5.8Z2) pieces for Communication to a mean of 13.52
(SD=8.33) pieces of information for Job Knowledge. Similarly,
subjects in the promotion condition accessed each performance
dimension between 0 and 27 times while completing the search task.
Averaged across all six dimensions, these subjects searched an average
of 10.93 (SD=1.03) pieces of information per performance dimension which
ranged from a mean of 9.3 (SD=5.18) pieces for Communication to a
mean of 12.08 (SD=6.69) acquisitions for Job Knowledge.

Sequence of search. Table 9 presents the results for the
sequence of information search in terms of interdimensionality,
intradimensionality, and pattern (Payne, 1976) of search. The
sequence by which information was acquired was quite similar
across the two appraisal purposes. Overall, subjects averaged 45.75
(SD=27.42) interdimensional movements (44.94 for promotion and 46.56
for training). The number of intradimensional movements was
substantially lower. Subjects in the promotion condition averaged 7.78

intradimensional movements and those in the training condition
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Table 8
Descriptive Summary of Search Depth for each
Performance Dimension by Appraisal Furpose

PROMOTION TRAINING TOTAL
(N=50) (N=50) (N=100)

Ma spP M SD M SD
Total Number of
Information
Acquisitions 65.60 31.64 66.58 35.37 66.09 33.39
Job Knowledge 12.08 6.69 13.52 8.33 12.80 7.56
Judgment 12.00 6.23 11.94 6.13 11.97 6.15
Dependability/
Reliability 11.62 5.39 11.32 6.78 11.47 6.10
Communication 9.30 5.18 9.28 5.92 9.29 5.53
Hork Attitude 10.20 5.83 11.08 6.45 10.64 6.13

Dealing with Others 10.40 6.48 9.44 6.12 9.92 6.29

3y=average number of information acquisitions for
each dimension and overall

Dgpagtandard deviation of information acquisitions
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Table 9
Descriptive Summary of Search Pattern by
Appraisal Purpose

PROMOTION TRAINING TOTAL
(N=50) (N=50) (N=100)

Ma spP M SD M SD

Mean Number of
Search Movements

Interdimensional® 44,94 24,75 46.56 30.08 45,75  27.42
Intradimensionald 7.78 B8.92 7.10 7.76 7.44 8.32

Patterne® 0.62 0.45 0.63 0.46 0.63 0.45

3 =average number of acquisitions per movement
bSD-standard deviation of acquisition number per movement

€Interdimensional=movenment type where the nth and nth + 1
pieces of information are from the same alternative but
a different dimension

dIntradimensional=movement type where the nth and nth + 1
pieces of information are from the same dimension but a
different alternative

@pattern=the number of interdimensional movements minus

the number of intradimensional movements divided by the sum
of the number of interdimensional movements plus the

number of intradimensional movements
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averaged 7.10. Pattern of search, which takes into account both
interdimensional and intradimensional movements, reflected an
interdimensional search pattern. The mean pattern of search for
individuals in the promotion condition was .62 (SD=.45) and .63 (SD=.46)

for those in the training condition.
Overall Effects

A 2 x 3 repeated measures analysis of variance was conducted to
assess the impact of appraisal purpose (promotion, training) and
prior knowledge (high, 1low, none) on depth of search. The results
for the amount of information searched are presented in Table 10 and
illustrated in Figure 3. Results indicated a nonsignificant
effect for appraisal purpose (F=.00, df(1,98), ns), a marginally
significant effect for prior knowledge (F=2.79, df(2,196), p<.10),
and a highly significant interaction between appraisal purpose and
prior knowledge (F=10.40, df(2,196), p<.001). These results
suggest that the depth of information for the officer subgroups
varied as a function of the purpose for which the appraisal information
was being collected.

A simple effects test, presented in Table 11 revealed that
information search for the high performers was significantly different
for the promotion purpose than for +training (F=4.17, df(1,98),
p<.05). Although similar differences were found for the low
performers (F=3.72, d4f(1,98), p<.10), the amount of information
searched for the neutral performers did not differ by appraisal
purpose (F=,12, df(1,98), ns).

Since the pattern or sequence of information acquisition is
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Purpose

Exrror
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Knowledge

Knowledge
X Purpose

Error
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Table 10

Analysis of Variance for the Amount of
Information Searched by Appraisal Purpose

and Level of Background Knowledge

ss

0.081

3985.041

48.895

181.932

1714.499

af

98

196

MS

0.081

40.664

24.448

90.966

8.747

|1*=

0.00

2.79

10.40

. 9636

. 0636

.0001
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Relationship between Appraisal Purpose and Prior
Knowledge for the Amount of Information Searched
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Table 11
Simple Effects Analysis for the
Amount of Information Searched by
Appraisal Purpose and Prior Information

SOURCE Sgs af MS F P
Knowledge
High X
Purpose 80.4609 1 80.4609 4,17 . 0440
Error 1893.1274 98 19.3176
Low X
Purpose 80.3712 1 80.3712 3.72 . 0566
Exror 2115.9823 98 21,5917
Neutral X
Purpose 2.2410 1 2.24101 12 .73

Error 1803.6978 98 18.4050
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Table 12
Analysis of Variance for the
Pattern of Search by Appraisal Purpose

SOURCE S8 af MS F -]
Purpose 0.002 1 0.002 0.01 .91397
Exxror 20.283 98 0.207

Table 13

T-test between the Amount of Information Searched for
Officers Having Background Information Presented Versus
those that Had No Background Information Presented

M §D

54

af B

Background Information
Provided 7.08 3.88 2.40 99 .02

Background Information
Not Provided 7.86 4.27
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a function of the nth and nth + 1 pieces of information
accessed, pattern of search (interdimensional movements,
intradimensional movements, and computed pattern) cannot be
meaningfully applied to a repeated-measures analysis and is not
analyzed in this fashion. Results concerning pattern of search and
appraisal purpose are discussed below.

the

Appraisal purpose. Hypothesis 1 proposed that the amount of
information searched would vary by appraisal purpose.

Specifically, +this hypothesis stated that subjects in the promotion
condition would search nmore extensively than those in the training
purpose condition. Since the overall analysis suggested no
effect for appraisal purpose on search depth, this hypothesis was not
supported.

The second hypothesis posited that subjects in the training
condition would search more interdimensionally than those in the
promotion condition and those in the promotion condition would search
more intradimensionally. To test this hypothesis, an analysis of
variance was first conducted using Payne’s index of search pattern as
the dependent variable in order to determine if further dissection
into interdimensional and intradimensional movements seemed
warranted. Table 12 presents the results of this analysis which
suggests that the pattern of search did not vary by appraisal
purpose (F=.01, df(1,98), ns). Consequently, the second hypothesis was
not supported.

Prior knowledge. The overall Z x 3 repeated measures analysis

suggested a marginal effect for prior knowledge for the amount of
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information searched. Hypothesis 3 proposed that information search

would be more extensive for those officers having no background
information than those officers having background information
presented. A t-test was conducted to assess the mean difference in
amount of information sought and is presented in Table 13. Results
indicated a significant effect for the presence versus the absence of
prior knowledge (%=2.40, df(99), p«<.05).

Appraisal purpose and prior knowledge. A 2 (promotionm,
training) X 2 (high, low) repeated measures analysis of variance was
conducted to directly assess the influence of appraisal purpose and
high versus 1low performance impressions on the search process.
Results are presented in Table 14 and depicted in Figure 4. In terms
’of the amount of information searched, there was a significant
interaction between the level of effectiveness portrayed in the
background information and appraisal purpose (F=17.05, df(1,98),
p<.001).

Hypothesis 4a proposed that +the amount of search would be
greater for the high performers when a promotion decision was being
made. Similarly, hypothesis 4b stated that information search
would be more extensive for the low performers when a training
decision was being made. As illustrated in Figure 4, these
hypotheses were supported. Subjects in the training condition searched
more extensively for the low performers and subjects in the promotion

condition searched more extensively for the high performers.



Information Searched for High and Low Performers

Purpose

Exroxr

Level of
Knowledge

Knowledge
X Purpose

Erxor
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Table 14

Analysis of Variance for the Amount of

by Appraisal Purpose

ss

0.505

2865.489

3.734

179.267

1030.352

98

98

MS

0.505

29.240

3.735

179.267

10.514

(i ]

0.02

17.05

.896

«953

.0001



61

|
| training
8 -i
|
|
|
mean |
amount 7 -1
of |
information |
accessed | promotion
|
6 -1
|
|
|
|
S -I
|
|

High Low

Level of Prior Knowlege

Figure 4
Mean Number of Information Acquisitions for High
and Low Performers (Background Information) by
Appraisal Purpose



62

Supplemental Analyses

On the post-search questionnaire, subjects were asked to respond to
a series of questions regarding the processes in which they engaged
during the search  task. After rating +the importance of
promotion/training and comparing it to training/promotion, subjects were
asked to indicate whether the appraisal purpose affected the amount of
information for which they searched (Yes/No) and to provide a rationale
for their response (see questionnaire item 3). Appendix J contains the
range of responses to this item and is organized in terms of the
specific rationales given the Yes or No response and the number of
subjects providing a similar response. The numbers next to the Yes and
No represent the number of subjects that did not provide a specific
rationale for their Yes or No. The Other category represents responses
that did not conceptually fit into the affirmative \Ot negative
categories.

Overall, approximately three-quarters of the subjects were
influenced by the purpose for which the appraisal information was being
collected. More than half the subjects in the promotion condition and
roughly 40 percent of the subjects in the training condition stated that
the particular purpose was important and led them to gather sufficent
information to make a well-informed decision. Only ten percent of the
subjects in the promotion condition and 32 percent of +those in the
training condition stated that they were not influenced by the appraisal
purpose.

Subjects were also asked to indicate whether they attempted to
categorize the background information and to state the manner in which

this grouping took form (see questionnaire item 6). The range of
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categorizations and the frequency of similar responses is listed under
the “Yes® category in Appendix K. In addition, reasons for not
categorizing are listed under "No" and other uses that were made of this
information are listed under "Other.“ Again, the numbers next to the
“Yes" and "No" represent the frequency with which only “Yes* or “No* was
provided.

Two-thirds of +the subjects attempted a grouping scheme and
one-third did not. Of those individuals that did categorize, 70 percent
grouped the information in terms of those officers that received
positive appraisals and those officers that received negative appraisals
(i.e., high versus low performers). Other methods of grouping included
utilization of the performance dimensions or in terms of the individual
officers. Those individuals that did not categorize were either
overwhelmed by the wealth of information between the paper information
and the coaputer screen or were attempting to compensate for biases and
stereotypes that may enter subjective evaluations.

Regardless of whether subjects grouped the background information
in any coherent fashion, questicmnaaire item seven asked subjects to
indicate whether their search process for the officers represented by
the background information differed from their search process for the
officers without background descriptions. The list of rationales for
this item are listed in Appnedix L and are also summarized in terms of
*Yes," "No," and "Other."

Although the t-test presented earlier showed that the amount of
information searched for background-absent officers was greater than for
background-present officers, more than half of the subjects stated that

they did not search differeantly for the two sets of officers. Of those
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subjects who did pay differential attention, most first examined the
officers with no background information and searched in more detail than
for the other officers. A small percentage investigated the officers
they liked from the background information.

Questionnaire item 8 asked subjects to recall the ratings given the
six officers from the background information packet. Subjects
experienced great difficulty in completing this item without the use of
probes from the experimenter. Consequently, the reliability of this data
is questionable and the item was not analyzed.

The last question addressing the independent variables asked
subjects to discuss if, and how, the impressions formed from the
background information influenced tha attention paid the different
officers for making the promotion/training decision (see questionnaire
item 9). The responses to +this question appear to support the
interactions reported earlier and are located in Appendix M. Those
subjects who were influenced by the background information paid more
attention to the wmore deserving officers (i.e., A, B, C for the
promotion condition and D, E, F for the training decision). Subjects
that did not search for information based on the prior information and
appraisal purpose tended to become too involved with the computer
information and consequently forgot the background information. Lastly,
some subjects perceived the background information as disconfirmatory to
the computer information and therefore discounted the background
information.

In addition to the open-ended assessment of the interaction between
appraisal purpose and prior knowledge, an analysis of variance was

conducted to determine if the officer selected at the end of +the task
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differed by appraisal purpose. Results of the analysis are summarized in
Table 15 and the cell means are presented in Table 16. As indicated in
the tables, the officer selected did vary by appraisal purpose (F=5.81,
df(1,98), p<.05). Officers represented as good performers from the
background information were more likely to be selected for promotional
decisions and those officers characterized as poor performers from the
background information were more likely to be selected for remedial
training.

Other search issues. As an exploratory measure for examining
decision behavior, subjects were asked to indicate the strategy used for
gathering information during the decision task (see questionnaire item
4). Appendix N contains the variety of strategies offered and the number
of responses per strategy broken down by appraisal purpose. For both
promotion and training, three general strategies were employed: (1)
evaluate every piece of information; (2) gather information on the
performance dimensions deemed important; or (3) gather information in
order to compare the background-present versus the background-absent
officers. The primary difference in strategy between the two purposes
was that subjects searched for positive information for promotion and
negative information for training. Both sets of subjects searched across
performance categories for each relevant officer until the decision was
clear.

In addition, subjects were asked to state the methcd by which they
identified items of information to request (see questionnaire item 35).
These responses are summarized in Appendix O by appraisal purpose. More
than half of the subjects based their item selection on a self composed

hierarchy of dimension importance. Most of the remaining subjects simply
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Table 15
Analysis of Variance of the
Officer Selected by Appraisal Purpose

SQURCE SS daf MS E ]
Purpose 3.61 1 3.61 5.81 .018
Error 60.90 98 0.62

Table 16

Cell Frequencies for the Number of Times the
Officers were Selected for Different Appraisal Purposes

SUBGROUP PROMOTION TRAINING
Higha 26 11
LowD 11 24
NeutralC 13 15

34igh=0fficers A, B, or C
bLow=0fficers D, E, ox F

CNeutral=Officers G, H, or I
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requested all the information with no set strategy.

Lastly, subjects were asked to indicate the mechanisam by which they
concluded searching and could identify the appropriate officer (see
questionnaire item 10). Appendix P contains the range of possibilities
separated Dby appraisal purpose. In general, two strategies were
prevalant: (1) all the information had been examined or (2) sufficient
information on the important ©performance dimensions had been
investigated to lead to a confident decision. Subjects who searched all
the information engaged in a process of elimination. Both these subjects
and those subjects searching a subset of dimensions looked for poor
performance for the training decision and good performance for the

promotion decision.



DISCUSSION

In this section, three basic issues are discussed. First, the
findings are described and possible explanations for the ocurrence
of the results obtained are provided. Second, limitations of
the present study are presented. Finally, implications for the

study are provided and directions for future research suggested.
Summary of Results

The present investigation examined the influence of two factors
in the appraisal context on judgmental issues involved in appraisal
decision making. This study assessed the impact of appraisal purpose
(promotion, training) and level of performance within prior
impressions (high, low, absent) on the manner in which raters searched
for information for the subordinates being appraised.

Results indicated that information search for the police
officers being evaluated was affected by the joint function of the
purbose for which the performance information was being collected
and the evaluative tone surrounding the background information used
to create the prior impressions. Overall, subjects required to
select one officer to be promoted concentrated their search
effort toward those officers purported as "“good" performers in the
background information and those officers about whom no information was

available. Similarly, subjects required to select one individual

68
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to be sent to a remedial training program focused their search energies
toward those officers depicted as "poor" performers in the background
information and those officers about whom the evaluators were naive.
No main effects were found for appraisal purpose on depth or sequence
of search and marginal main effects were found for prior knowledge
on depth of search.
Alternative Explanations

It was hypothesized that the two appraisal purposes would
differentially impact +the depth and sequence of information
acquisition. Neither hypothesis was supported. Subjects in the
promotion condition and subjects in the training condition both
searched a similar amount of information during the evaluation task. As
indicated in the post-questionnaire, both sets of subjects perceived
the purpose for the performance evaluation as important, thereby
resulting in extensive information search. In addition, the
participants in +the promotion (training) condition considered the
purpose they were assigned as significantly more important than
the opposite purpose. It is interesting to note, however, +that during
the introductory computer session, subjects in the training
condition were informed of the 1low priority typically given training
programs in the organization and subjects in the promotion
condition were apprised of the negative implications surrounding the
advancement of the wrong individual. Nevertheless, subjects’
overall information search did not vary by appraisal purpose.

The difficulty in detecting differential information search by
appraisal purpose may be more a function of the design employed than the

attempted manipulation of purpose importance. In the present
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investigation, appraisal purpose was manipulated as a
between-subjects variable. Thus, although both sets of subjects were
made aware of the possible decisions regarding the use of appraisal
information, neither set of subjects was necessarily faced with
operating under both conditions. Williams et al. (1985) also
utilized a between-subjects design for purpose and did not find a
purpose main effect. Matte (1982), however, used a within-subjects
design and found differential search for two appraisal purposes:
promotion eligibility rating plus the administration of feedback
versus feedback alone.

Regarding the order in which information was acquired, it was
proposed that search sequence would reflect an
interdimensional pattern for subjects in the training condition and an
intradimensional search pattern for subjects in the promotion
condition. Results did not support this contention; the sequence of
information search was identical for the two conditions and
reflected an interdimensional search strategy (i.e., subjects searched
across dimensions within alternatives). Open-ended responses collected
from the post questionnaire regarding acquisition strategies
supported this result. A number of participants reported
information gathering strategies in which each dimension was examined
for the relevant officer, followed by an elimination of officers
having inappropriate behaviors on particular performance
dimensions. Even when subjects were “comparing® officers during
the elimination process, it appears that they continued to gather
information across dimensions and use that information to then compare

across officers.
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One factor that may have influenced the use of an
interdimensional search strategy was the relatively small, and
cognitively manageable, number of performance dimensions
representing the nine officers. Research examining variation in the
numbers of alternatives and/or dimensions (e.g., information load or
task complexity) have found that the number of dimensions per
alternative plays an important role in the processing of
information. When presented different 1levels of alternative numbers
(2, 4, 8, 12) and different levels of dimension numbers (4, 8, 12),
Payne (1976) found a somewhat larger percentage of information
searched across the different levels of alternatives when +the
dimension number was held constant than the counterpart products
across different levels of dimensions with the alternatives held
constant. For example, the mean percentage of information searched was
greater for 2, 4, B, 12 alternatives by 4 dimensions (M=,732)
than for 4 alternatives by 4, 8, 12 dimensions (M=.590).

Further support for +the 1role of dimensions in information
processing is available ian +the consumer behavior 1literature. Russo
(1974) argued that it is psychologically irrelevant to define the
complexity of the task situation or the perceived information load
in terms of the multiplicative relationship between the number of
alternatives and the number of dimensions. Russo stated that it is more
likely that less important dimensions are overlooked during an
evaluation task than entire alternatives. Therefore, the number of
dinensions and the number of alternatives do not compensate for one

another. As noted above, 12 alternatives and 16 dimensions would

not result in the same decision process as 16 alternatives and 12
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dimensions.

Since subjects in the present study were provided only one piece
of information per performance dimension for each officer, they could
evaluate all the relevant information. In fact, subjects searched
each performance dimension an average of two times and some
individuals accessed the dimensions more than three times. As a
result of +the repeated acquisitions for each dimension in order to
gain an overall picture for each officer and each surviving subset of
officers, subjects accumulated an interdimensional search strategy
and minimal intradimensional movements.

Or, more simply, interdimensional strategies have been
suggested in the decision making literature as being more
cognitively simple to use. Given that there were only six
dimensions in the present task and some alternatives may have been
eliminated based on the prior information, subjects could process the
36-54 pieces of information and did not need to utilize a more
complex, simplifying strategy involving intradimensional movements.
Also, research has demonstrated that the format of the information
display board may produce a particular type of information
processing. Bettman & Kakkar (1977) conducted a series of studies in
which the info