
 

 

 

 

 

MSc in Business Administration 

 

 

 

Fostering a Strong Feedback Culture 

in Organizations: 
A case study on the feedback culture at KPMG 

 

 

June, 2017 

Name of student: Sveinbjörn Ingi Grímsson 

Kennitala: 190390 - 3149 

Supervisor/s: Hallur Þór Sigurðarson 



2 

 

Declaration of Research Work Integrity 

 

 

This work has not previously been accepted in substance for any degree and is not being 

concurrently submitted in candidature of any degree. This thesis is the result of my own 

investigations, except where otherwise stated. Other sources are acknowledged by 

giving explicit references. A bibliography is appended.  

 

By signing the present document I confirm and agree that I have read RU’s ethics code 

of conduct and fully understand the consequences of violating these rules in regards of 

my thesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

.................................................................................................................................. 

Date and place   Kennitala   Signature 

  



3 

 

Abstract 

Providing effective informal feedback to employees in organizations can improve 

employee job performance and strengthen organizational feedback culture. However, 

regularly providing formative feedback is a managerial skill that requires conscious effort 

and dedication to master. Receiving, processing and utilizing feedback to improve one’s 

performance is also a skill that employees must harness to make the most of the feedback 

they receive. The current study uses a methodological framework, developed by Warman, 

Laws, Crowther, & Baillie, (2014), to measure and improve feedback cultures at the 

Reykjavík office of KPMG. The framework was adapted to fit the structure the company. 

Initiatives were designed to positively influence feedback culture levels at KPMG and 

employees were surveyed on chosen feedback culture variables to test for significant 

differences in scores, using an independent-sample t-test analysis. Survey results were 

also used to assess the company’s feedback culture. The study finds that KPMG 

employees are qualified and capable of maintaining a strong feedback cultures, but 

formative feedback is scarcely provided. The study hypothesizes that a lack of a trusting 

climate within the organization is the reason for this stalemate, and proposes a conceptual 

framework to support KPMG’s management in fostering a feedback-friendly culture 

(Baker, Perreault, Reid, & Blanchard, 2013).   

   

Keywords: feedback culture, feedback orientation, feedback-seeking behaviour, 

performance development  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Why this study is important 

The value of feedback has broadly been recognized by organizations as a critical driver 

for performance improvements. A clue for its importance comes from Google’s people 

analytics approach to human resource, naming frequent and personal feedback to 

employees as the most important contribute of a great manager and leadership in the 

company (Sullivan, 2014). 

Research on feedback has had an erosion of attention since the start of the 21st century, 

where the attention has been focused on multi-source feedback frameworks, feedback 

seeking, and initiatives with the intention of using feedback to improve employee 

performance, as well as feedback cycles and causes of overlapping cycles (Armstrong, 

2009; Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle, 2003; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; London & Smither, 

2002). However, feedback cultures and their impact on the utility and quality of feedback 

is an area in need of further research (Baker et al., 2013). 

Building on meta-analyses and suggested limitations of organizational cultures that 

restrict feedback outcomes, the current study uses a case study to analyse a company’s 

feedback culture and applies recommended improvement initiatives. The ideology is that 

this study may serve as a precedent to build on when organizations are in need of ways 

to improve its feedback culture and to supply the discipline of social science in the field 

of feedback culture with a good case study that provides in-depth knowledge of the 

phenomenon. By analysing a company’s feedback culture with consideration to prior 

feedback research results, I build on prior feedback culture research to design initiatives 

that are considered capable of improving a company’s feedback culture, and inherently 

enable employees to get more value out of feedback they receive in the workplace.   

1.2 Purpose of the study  

The author of this study is an associate at KPMG in Iceland with 16 months of working 

experience for the company. The concept of feedback has been a professional curiosity 

of mine during the first steps of my career as a business advisor. I am interested in ways 

to improve my performance in the workplace by building on the experience of others. It 

was my belief that as a young professional I would receive tricks of the trade and good-
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to-know information to improve my performance on the job from my managers with 

considerable ease. However, such feedback does not come from managers automatically. 

Receiving constructive and valuable feedback is troublesome in the absence of a strong 

feedback culture, and fostering a good feedback culture takes managerial effort and 

dedication, whereas the complexities of providing and receiving feedback are numerous 

(Murdoch-Eaton, 2012).  

From working at KPMG, I have noted that junior employees are eager to improve their 

performance at work and that managers and partners are also willing to give employees a 

moment of their time to share their expertise.  KPMG’s employees report a high job 

satisfaction rating, and claim that they are proud to be working for the company 

(Guðmundsson, 2017). Nevertheless, there seems to be a boundary embedded in the 

company culture that prevents junior employees from seeking feedback, and in my 

experience, managers and partners do not seem to proactively provide verbal formative 

feedback on a regular basis.  

Concerning the focus of the study, I intend to probe into the literature of feedback culture 

and build an understanding for what organizational elements constitute a feedback-

friendly culture, or a strong feedback culture. The aim is to identify what areas have been 

researched in both formal and informal feedback within organizations and to investigate 

whether feedback is in fact proven to improve performance, and if so, what sort of 

feedback is most effective, and ultimately, figure out what keeps it from being used more 

commonly. 

KPMG has accepted to participate in this study and granted the author permission to 

approach employees in its Icelandic headquarters in Borgartún, Reykjavík, with 

questionnaires and designed initiatives for all employees to measure and analyse KPMG’s 

feedback culture. The purpose and orientation of the questionnaire and initiatives is 

discussed in the methodological approach section of this introduction and the specifics of 

the method are covered in more detail in the methodology chapter after the literature 

review. The overall objective of this study is to identify areas for cultural improvements 

in order for the company to foster a stronger performance enhancing feedback culture, or 

a feedback-friendly culture.  
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1.3 What is feedback? 

The nature of feedback transforms from one stage of life to the next. As children, we 

receive praise and promise for taking our first steps or when we ride a bike for the first 

time. Feedback in that stage of life comes in the form of encouragement and compliments 

(positive feedback) when children behave well or learn new skills, and disciplinary 

actions when a child’s behaviour is undesired by its parents (negative feedback).  

What these types of feedback have in common is that they are both informal and in most 

cases, verbal. Both prove to be necessary for children to learn important lessons about 

life and what we understand from those lessons is that both negative and positive feedback 

can help to improve performance. The law of effect, a principle developed by Edward 

Throndike early last century, established that positive responses to a desired outcome 

improves chances of continued good performance, and negative responses to poor 

performance reduces the chances of continued poor performances (Kluger & DeNisi, 

1996). In relation to that principle, feedback is simply a form of response to a 

performance.   

When children go to school they are introduced to a new type of feedback, namely the 

grading system. A grading system is more rigorous and formal than any previous type of 

feedback from before. Ideally, it is rid of the subjectivity and nepotistic bias that children 

were used to from their parents. A teacher is an objective provider, or source, of feedback, 

who uses grades to assess the performance of the recipient, the student. The inherent 

reasoning behind the grading system is that if a student receives a low grade, he will need 

to focus on paying more attention in class and be better prepared for the next test in order 

to receive a higher grade. If a student receives a high grade, he will be aware that his 

performance was desirable, which should motivate him to continue performing at that 

level. The nature of this system correlates with the essence of the law of effect and shows 

that it applies both in formal and informal feedback processes in different stages of life. 

For the current study, however, the topic is feedback and feedback culture in the 

workplace, the place where we spend most of our lives. Feedback is a densely researched 

area, and has applications in social science, managerial issues and psychology. From a 

culmination of prior research on feedback in the workplace a clear line is drawn between 

two primary types of feedback; 1) formal feedback, most commonly recognized in the 
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form of annual or semi-annual performance appraisals, and 2) informal feedback, where 

individuals commonly seek feedback proactively which researchers in modern feedback 

literature refer to as feedback-seeking behaviour (Ashford et al., 2003; Ashford & 

Cummings, 1985; Krasman, 2011; Luque & Sommer, 2000). 

Researchers Ashford and Cummings (1983) coined the term feedback-seeking behaviour 

when they proposed a theoretical model for how individuals in organizations proactively 

sought feedback from expert sources, rather than opting to wait for feedback to be given 

to them. This individual need for formative feedback is rooted in the higher order of needs 

of human nature, relating back to the top of Maslow’s (1987) hierarchy of needs. Boosting 

self-esteem and self-actualization is the result of performance improvements that 

individuals experience from proactively seeking constructive feedback (Ilgen, Fisher, & 

Susan, 1979). 

As noted, proactively seeking feedback is proven to be a way to improve one’s 

performance. Proactively providing formative feedback on the other hand is also an 

important element of the feedback process (Warman et al., 2014). Providing constructive 

informal feedback is an acquired skill, which researchers Warman et al. (2014) have 

analysed thoroughly and developed a workshop that assists feedback providers in honing 

their feedback provision skills. In that sense, both employees’ ability to receive and 

process feedback and managers’ competence in providing feedback are the cornerstones 

of building a strong and effective feedback culture.  

Figure 1: Maslow's hierarchy of needs (1987) 

Note 1: Figure created by author, based on Maslows (1987) theory 
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It is my belief that an organization with:  

1. managers that are capable of providing constructive and useful feedback, and  

2. employees with the ability to process and utilize feedback to improve 

performance,  

is an organization that possesses all the necessary tools to build a strong feedback culture. 

However, possessing the means for a strong feedback culture does not guarantee that 

organizations are affective in maintaining one. 

Recent research on feedback-friendly culture in organizations identifies that fostering a 

trusting climate in the workplace is a prerequisite for building a feedback-friendly culture 

(Baker et al., 2013). More specifically, emotional boundaries, such as:  

 lack of psychological safety, and  

 lack of affective trust in the workplace,  

are the main culprits in preventing a feedback-friendly culture to thrive (Baker et al., 

2013). Baker et al. (2013) explains that “psychological safety consists of an employee’s 

sense of being able to show and employ one’s self without fear of negative consequences 

to self-image, status, or career (Kahn, 1990),” and that affective trust “allows individuals 

to be honest about their vulnerabilities and reduces concerns and insecurities which, in 

their presence may hinder learning and consequently reduce performance.” 

Considering these suggested limitations to cultivating a feedback-friendly culture, the 

current study answers the call of Baker et al. (2014) for research the gap between having 

the potential of maintaining a feedback-friendly culture and fostering such a culture in 

practice, with consideration to whether the organization is successful in fostering a 

trusting climate or not.  

So far, an understanding for what feedback is has been established and what needs 

feedback caters to in employees’ minds.  I have explained that I am personally involved 

in the fabric of this study as an employee of the subject organization. This study will thus 

include an objective perspective of the company’s feedback culture from my point of 

view as an associate at KPMG, as well as a subjective approach to interpreting study 
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results and future implications and contribution to the literature on the value of feedback 

in the workplace. 

1.4 Research question and hypothesis  

This research takes a close look at the feedback culture at KPMG by using survey 

questionnaires to answer the research questions. It also attempts to impact its feedback 

culture with initiatives that are designed to raise awareness on the importance of a strong 

feedback culture and emphasise the value of consciously upholding a feedback dialogue 

on a regular basis. In association with KPMG’s human resource manager, we derived that 

the focus of the study should be twofold: 

1. to measure KPMG’s feedback culture capacity, and 

2. to improve KPMG’s feedback culture  

Section 1.4.1. and 1.4.2. explain how the study specifically handles each one of the focus 

areas. Both sections contain one or more research questions and a hypothesis.  

1.4.1 Measuring KPMG’s feedback culture capacity 

The first phase of the study shines a light onto KPMG’s capacity for upholding a strong 

feedback culture and whether KPMG has an active formative verbal feedback dialogue 

among employees. To measure KPMG’s feedback culture capacity the study issues 

questionnaires to all employees, whose responses will help answer the following research 

questions: 

Research question 1a: 

Do the employees of the company possess the necessary means for maintaining a 

strong feedback culture? 

Research question 1b: 

Is there an active informal feedback dialogue between employees in the company? 

To clarify whether the company possesses the means to foster a feedback-friendly culture, 

the study will assess whether managers and partners feel qualified to provide formative 
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verbal feedback to associates on a regular basis. The study will also ask associates how 

they feel about the feedback culture at the company and whether they are proactive in 

seeking feedback.  

Also, the study will assess whether managers and partners in fact provide such feedback 

to associates to help them improve their performance. Managers and partners will be 

asked about the frequency of their feedback provision to associates, and associates will 

be asked how frequently they receive formative verbal feedback. The underlying intention 

for asking these questions is threefold, and focuses primarily on:  

1. verifying that the means for maintaining an informal feedback dialogue exists 

within the company, 

2. examining whether an informal feedback dialogue is maintained within the 

company, and if not 

3. identifying a plausible reason for the absence of an informal feedback dialogue 

within the company and recommend actions to activate such a dialogue.  

 In a scenario where survey results show that research question 1a has a positive 

answer and 1b has a negative one (the company possesses the means to maintain a strong 

feedback culture, but formative feedback is rarely provided), the author presents the 

following hypothesis: 

 Hypothesis 1: 

The company has a weak feedback culture – informal formative verbal feedback 

is not frequently provided in the organization. 

Hypothesis 1 assumes Baker et al.’s (2013) theory that failing to foster a trusting climate 

in the organization hinders feedback-seeking behaviour and reduces the chance for a 

feedback friendly culture to thrive, even though employees are willing and capable of 

having a strong feedback culture. 

If survey results test positive for this hypothesis, the author concludes that the 

organization is unsuccessful in fostering a trusting climate, and thus, does not have a 

feedback friendly culture. Further, if hypothesis 1 is true, the author assumes that 
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associates and senior associates fear negative responses for showing vulnerability in the 

feedback process, supporting Baker et al’s (2013) findings on the necessity of having a 

trusting climate in the organization to enable active feedback-seeking behaviour within 

the organization.  

Alternatively, if study results find negative answers to both research questions 

(employees do not possess the means to maintain a strong feedback culture and formative 

feedback is rarely provided), the author concludes that the hypothesis is also true because 

the company does not possess the means to maintain a feedback-friendly culture, but not 

solely on the basis of the absence of a trusting climate within the organization. 

1.4.2 Initiatives to improve KPMG’s feedback culture 

The second phase of the feedback research at KPMG uses two initiatives, X1 and X2; 

X1 a one-pager information sheet with advice on informal feedback provision 

and seeking, and 

X2 a workshop for managers and partner designed to brief them on the current 

feedback culture level of the company and to coach them in providing 

effective feedback.  

Details on both initiatives are covered in the methodology section below. The intention 

of employing these feedback initiatives is to strengthen the feedback culture of the 

company and is based on the successful feedback culture building method by Warman et 

al. (2014). The following research question is presented in regards to the effects of the 

initiatives: 

Research question 2:  

Can feedback initiatives X1 and X2 improve the feedback culture at the company? 

Sheena Warman et al. (2014) find in their research that feedback initiatives have indeed 

improved the feedback culture in the veterinary clinical environment. It is the hope of the 

author to produce the same results by employing the same methodology at KPMG. 

Success would support Warman et al.’s (2014) research by providing added validation to 
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their method in a performance driven organization. On those grounds the author presents 

the following hypothesis for research question 2: 

Hypothesis 2: 

Feedback initiatives have caused a statistically significant positive change to the 

feedback culture at KPMG 

1.5 The organization 

The subject of this case study is KPMG’s headquarters in Iceland and its level of feedback 

culture. It is located in Borgartún 27 in Reykjavík, and will be referred to as “KPMG” or 

“the company” hereafter.  

KPMG is a member firm of KPMG Global, a corporation that provides audit, tax and 

advisory services worldwide. It is based in 152 countries and has over 189.000 employees 

in total (“Overview | KPMG | GLOBAL,” 2017). KPMG in Iceland has 17 offices around 

the country and employs around 250 employees in audit, tax and advisory service and 

support departments, and its headquarters in Borgartún has 191 employees 

(Guðmundsson, 2017). The reason for only including employees in the Borgartún office 

in the study is that other KPMG offices in Iceland are significantly smaller, and thus, 

different company cultures and feedback processes may apply in all other KPMG offices 

in Iceland. 

The company has a five-level hierarchy system (Figure 2), ranging from associate to 

partner. Associates are promoted to senior associate to manager to senior manager and 

finally to partner. Every KPMG firm is solely owned by its employed partners, and thus 

Figure 2: KPMG's hierarchy system 
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has no third-party shareholders. This strategy is intended to reinforce its commitment to 

independence due to the nature of its auditing and consulting practices.  

1.5.1 KPMG Story 

KPMG Story is the name of KPMG’s Global set of values, vision, purpose, strategy and 

promise. It was launched in 2016 and is intended to help member firms and employees 

grow and reach their goals, and to instil confidence in client minds towards the company. 

The merit behind the KPMG Story is that it serves as a benchmark for goal setting for 

KPMG employees worldwide, which helps them to adjust their performance ambitions in 

a universally desired direction. The full KPMG Story is available in Appendix A in detail 

for clarification of its content and structure. 

It is useful to keep in mind that the KPMG Story represents the ideal performance level 

of KPMG’s employees. Managers and partners of KPMG speak of performance attributes 

such as being “shoulder-to-shoulder with the client” and “being the clear choice”, which 

are tag phrases from the KPMG Story, when communicating with other employees about 

what the company strives to accomplish in the market. These sorts of encouragement give 

employees an idea for how they are expected to operate on the job, and thus contribute to 

KPMG’s feedback culture as a benchmark for ideal employee performance. 

1.5.2 MyPD 

MyPD, which stands for My Performance Development, is the name of KPMG’s 

performance management framework that is available to all employees in all member 

firms through each member firms’ intranet. The framework was designed by KPMG 

Global to create a mutual venue for individual employee goal setting and as a platform to 

manage employee interviews. Employee interviews are held annually, typically at the end 

of each member firm’s fiscal year. In Iceland’s case that is by the end of November. 

Every employee is assigned a Performance Manager (PM) within the office who has 

access to the employees’ intranet based MyPD room. Only the employee and the PM have 

access to the employees’ MyPD room. In every MyPD room are forms that the employee 

uses for self-review and goal setting, completed by the employee and later reviewed by 

his PM. At the end of the fiscal year, these forms are reviewed in a performance appraisal, 
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where the PM and the employee reflect on the employees’ performance and set new 

performance goals for the following year. 

This process is KPMG’s formal feedback. Other performance related conversations, such 

as salary interviews, or promotion related interviews, have semi-annual rotations but do 

not contribute significantly to the company’s feedback culture. 

An additional application of MyPD is a form where an employee can request feedback 

from a co-worker using a similar infrastructure as the goal setting process. Employees 

can also provide feedback to co-workers using the same channel, meaning that associates 

are able to provide feedback to their managers and even partners, and only the involved 

parties have access to these communications within the MyPD system. Further 

information on KPMG’s formal feedback processes to employees are not available to the 

author for confidentiality reasons.    

However, MyPD is the system where the company’s formal feedback and goal setting 

process takes place, but it is rarely spoken about or utilized throughout the year from goal 

setting to performance review. This indicates that KPMG’s feedback culture is 

characterized by an inactive feedback dialogue for the majority of the year, but has a rigid 

formal feedback process with annual goal setting and performance appraisal meetings. It 

is this lack of regular informal feedback that characterizes the feedback culture at KPMG 

as stale, and may be reducing the willingness of associates to proactively seek informal 

feedback.    

1.6 Methodological approach 

A brief introduction to how this study will conduct its research at KPMG is appropriate 

before launching into the literature review. As discussed in the research question and 

hypothesis section, the current study will conduct a case study using two types of 

interrelated measurements at KPMG; two interventions aimed at improving feedback 

culture at KPMG, and two company-wide surveys to measure feedback culture levels 

before and after the initiatives to test responses for changes in the feedback culture.  

The two interventions are based on a method that has been developed and tested by 

feedback researchers Sheena Warman et al. (2014) in veterinary clinics to improve the 

quality of verbal feedback within the clinic. The study participants were veterinary clinic 
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faculty and students, referred to as “feedback providers” and “feedback receivers” 

hereafter, respectively. Detailed explanation on the research design and method is 

addressed on the methodology chapter, following the literature review here below. 

Selecting a method for this study was a strategic decision with the aim of providing 

detailed expertise understanding on the feedback culture level at an Icelandic company. 

As an associate at KPMG, I have pre-existing knowledge of the company’s feedback 

culture from personal experience and from my experience I believe this approach is well 

suited for this study. The general proposition I challenge is that a company with all the 

bearings for having a strong feedback culture should by default have one.  

However, I hypothesize that KPMG is unsuccessful in fostering a strong feedback culture 

due to a lack of a trusting climate within the company. In that regard, this study is a “most 

likely” critical case study, which, according to Bent Flyvberg (2006), is considered 

suitable for falsification of the proposition. In his article on common misunderstandings 

about case-study research methods, Flyvberg talks about the qualities of case studies, and 

among them was the following; 

The case study is useful for both generating and testing of hypotheses 

but is not limited to these research activities alone (Flyvbjerg, 2006).  

The case study method has historically been criticized for not providing generalizable 

information to the literature. In academic research, the case study method is designed to 

provide in-depth knowledge of a phenomenon. Renowned researchers, such as Donald 

Campbell, worried greatly about the scientific qualities of the case study design, using 

the words “uncontrollable” and “misplaced precision” quite often in his review of the 

method (Campbell & Stanley, 1966). However, with the evolution of the method and its 

growing popularity in social science research, Campbell had a change of heart about his 

view of the method and has become one of its strongest supporters. In Flyvberg’s article 

on the misunderstandings about case studies, he used some of Campbell’s later work to 

help correct these common misperceptions (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

Flyvberg also used the historic example of how Galileo defied Aristotle’s law of gravity 

to support his argument about the validity of the case study. Aristotle’s law of gravity 

stood undisputed for millennia until Galileo conducted a case study that rejected this 
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scientific fact. There was no meta-analysis of multiple case studies, but merely an 

experiment that falsified the proposition. On these grounds, the current study stands to 

provide testimony to the value of a single case study to the literature on feedback culture, 

and my hope is that the study findings can help companies in Iceland capitalize the 

potential value of a strong feedback culture.    

2. Understanding feedback culture 

This section is a literature review of prior research on feedback and feedback culture. It 

will begin by examining individuals’ relationship with feedback prior to entering the 

workplace. A brief look is taken into feedback cultures within classrooms and what 

themes characterize effective feedback processes in education. Then the review 

transitions into feedback themes in organizations and examines similarities and 

contrasting aspects of organizational versus educational feedback cultures. The purpose 

of this comparison is for the reader to understand that junior employees are often recent 

graduates, who are unaccustomed to organizational feedback culture, which can be the 

source of some frictions in adapting to the workplace. 

 Following that, the review will build on more specific features of feedback processes in 

organizations. Formal feedback processes in organizations and their relationship with 

employee performance are reviewed, and the concept of informal feedback in 

organizations is introduced with an emphasis on performance influence and complexities 

of maintaining an ongoing informal feedback dialogue. 

Literature on the individual-level construct feedback orientation and the organizational-

level construct feedback culture and their interplay in organizations are discussed in 

detail. Feedback orientation refers to individuals’ ability and willingness to receive and 

process feedback, whereas feedback culture refers to the formal and informal feedback 

infrastructure and behaviour of employees within the organization.  

The literature review will conclude by identifying and summarizing managerial 

challenges for securing grounds for feedback orientation to grow and ways to foster a 

performance enhancing feedback culture. By doing so, the reader ought to be convinced 

why the focus of this study is important, which is to verify the promise of performance 

improvements through informal feedback, and to test an organization for validity of 
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prevailing beliefs about the qualities of informal feedback cultures. Thus, the ultimate 

purpose is to propose managerial actions that research deems plausible for bridging the 

gap between possible and actual performance improvements of employees by building a 

stronger feedback-friendly culture.  

2.1 Feedback in education 

Pedagogical research finds that frequently provided feedback serves a hugely valuable 

role in student learning outcomes, and the literature on feedback is in fact heavily 

concentrated on the teacher/student relationship (Black & Wiliam, 1998). In the 

classroom, researchers have found that for feedback to be useful to students it must be 

packaged and delivered with precision and meaning. More precisely, feedback should 

possess the following virtues: being timely, regular, sufficiently detailed, legible if hand-

written, comprehensible, consistent, and pitched at an appropriate level (Scott, 2014). The 

definition of feedback has also been discussed, and in a culmination of Ende’s (1983) 

studies on the topic, the term has been defined as “information describing students […] 

performance in a given activity that is intended to guide their future performance in the 

same or in a related activity”.  

Hattie and Timperley (2007) discussed the power of feedback using a conceptual analysis 

in an article that proposes a model of providing effective feedback in the classroom from 

multiple agents. Their short definition is that feedback is the consequence of performance, 

and their understanding of the purpose of feedback is to reduce the gap between current 

and desired performance (italics added).  

On one hand, Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) conceptual framework for effective feedback 

provision focuses on getting students to put more effort into feedback seeking strategies 

and managing goal setting to optimize chances of reaching their goals. On the other hand, 

it focuses on how teachers can aid students who want to bridge the gap from current to 

desired performance by setting achievable goals and providing effective learning 

strategies and feedback to help them along the way. That way, both teacher and student 

work together on making the learning process for the student more effective and 

simultaneously empowers the students’ ability in self-assessment and error detection 

skills.  

Additionally, the article covers a significant number of pedagogical meta-analyses on the 

effectiveness of various types of feedback, and finds that different types of feedback vary 
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greatly in effectiveness. Feedback like teacher praise, reward and punishment scores low 

on the effectiveness scale, whereas information-oriented types of feedback with task 

insights on how to execute tasks better were the top scorers (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 

Drawing from those findings one can see that teachers are a source of various types of 

feedback. Both formal feedback in the form of grades, rewards and punishment, and 

informal feedback in the form of praise and future task insight are contributions to the 

classrooms’ feedback culture. It is a mixture of variously effective types of feedback and 

it is the feedback cultural background of future employees before they join the workforce 

in their chosen field. Hence, here starts the literature coverage on the post-education stage 

in life. 

2.2 Feedback in the workplace 

During the majority of the last century, research on feedback in organizations had been 

heavily focused on the feedback provision process through formal channels, or so called 

“feedback interventions”, such as knowledge of performance interventions using direct 

messaging or performance appraisals (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). Kluger & DeNisis’s 

(1996) meta-analysis of historical feedback intervention (FIs) showed that over one third 

of FI strategies proved to reduce performance, whereas other FI strategies, though 

variously affective, in fact helped improve performance.  

Drawing closer to the millennia, researchers Ashford and Cummings (1983) criticized the 

over-reliance on formal feedback provision to employees in organizations and highlighted 

the shortage of research on a historically ignored element of the feedback processes, 

which is how people receive feedback. It was their belief that feedback must not only be 

provided properly, but the receiver had to be prepared and willing to do something 

constructive with it for the feedback to be more effective. They directed the spotlight onto 

the individuals’ feedback seeking activities by proposing a theoretical model called 

feedback-seeking behaviour (FSB) to systematically incorporate feedback seeking as an 

important part of the feedback process in organizations. 
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2.3 Feedback quality  

Building on Ashford’s and Cummings (1983) indication that proper feedback provision 

is needed to guarantee feedback effectiveness, the attention of this review turns towards 

the topic of feedback quality and feedback utility. Particular gaps in the literature on the 

connection of feedback utility to feedback quality, feedback seeking, role clarity and job 

performance spurred the attention of researchers Whitaker & Levy, (2012). They tested a 

model linking these concepts using implicit person theory, uncertainty theory and 

Korman’s (2001) theory of work motivation. Figure 3 presents their model, showing 

significance results in coefficient paths derived from their study.  

As illustrated in Figure 3, learning goal orientation, the individual’s overall inclination 

towards personal growth and goal achievement, and feedback quality have a strong 

relationship. Also, role clarity was found to be pivotal in dictating the relationship 

between employee’s feedback seeking behaviour and feedback utility. This means that 

the mentioned dimensions ought to be in the foreground of consideration when 

organisations seek to improve performance feedback cultures in the future.     

Figure 3: Whitaker & Levi's model connecting feedback utility to job performance through learning goal 

orientation, FSB, and role clarity (2012, p. 160) 
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Further, their findings specifically underline the positive correlation between increased 

feedback utility and higher feedback quality (Figure 4). It is noteworthy that feedback 

utility for those with a low learning orientation or a low performance-avoid goal 

orientation, is most sensitive to increased quality of feedback, whereas feedback utility is 

the least vulnerable to the quality of feedback for those with a high learning goal 

orientation. For clarification, a performance-avoid orientation refers to an individual 

being reluctant to seek feedback out of fear of receiving negative or destructive 

information about the self.   

With Whitaker & Levi’s contribution to the performance feedback literature, a deeper 

understanding has been established on the links between that which drives feedback 

seeking (feedback quality, feedback utility) and what constructs directly impact job 

performance in the feedback process (role clarity). 

In summary, an important lesson from this model is that organizations must consider two 

primary functions for upholding a feedback culture that drives performance. Constructs 

such as feedback quality and role clarity are within the scope of organization’s 

manageable resources, but constructs like feedback utility, feedback-seeking behaviour 

and social skills are individual-level characteristics which implies that during employee 

selection, organizations must consider such employee qualities in order to maximize its 

potential for a strong feedback culture. 

Figure 4: The interaction of feedback quality and goal orientation on feedback utility (Whitaker & Levi, 

2012, p. 171) 

Note: LGO = learning goal orientation; PAGO = performance-avoid goal orientation 



26 

 

2.4 Formal feedback 

Most large companies have a routine based feedback system in place for goal setting and 

performance management. Such processes commonly have an annual cycle, where by 

definition, the process is formally documented in a setting that allows few distractions, 

like a one-on-one interview. Formal feedback is a valuable infrastructural asset to 

companies that they use to monitor and categorize employees by performance levels 

(Pearce & Porter, 1986). However, such categorization can be uncomfortable for 

performance managers, as Pearce & Porter (1986) hypothesized that performance labels 

in formal feedback processes like “satisfactory” may evoke negative connotation by the 

recipient, and cause employees who are performing at a satisfactory level to experience 

themselves as underperformers. On that note, formal feedback processes have historically 

had a dreaded reputation, and during most of last century, little to no consideration was 

given to the fragility of employees’ self-esteem, and the lack of appreciation for the 

emotionally charged nature of individual contributions to the company was well known 

(Pearce & Porter, 1986). 

Even since the early days of performance management research, the formal performance 

appraisal has been recognized as a difficult and even daunting experience for the reviewer 

and the reviewee. Beer & Ruth (1976) explained that hostility and resistance can surface 

without trust and understanding from both parties to one another, that it takes serious 

managerial skill to conduct a performance appraisal in appropriate manner, and purpose, 

methodology and processing of information are all sources of difficulties associated with 

the formal performance appraisal. 

However, modern research and development shows that new additions to the formal 

feedback process have actively been rebuilding its reputation. The influence of 

globalization and appreciation for the term “stakeholder” has brought more attention to 

the diversity and range of sources of feedback. One of the most research and popular 

formal feedback process today is the 360-degree feedback process, where individuals and 

groups get feedback from multiple sources, or stakeholders, associated with their work. 

First introduced by Peter Ward (1997), the 360-degree feedback system was designed to 

capture valuable feedback from previously untapped sources, whereas feedback had 

traditionally been provided by supervisors of the individual who often knew the least 
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about the employees’ performance, especially if the supervisor managed a large 

workforce. 

With the 360-degree view (Figure 5), the recipient of feedback gains access to previously 

unavailable sources of feedback, such as customer feedback, peer evaluations, or even 

pupil feedback.  

Subordinates giving feedback to supervisors or managers was a relatively under-

researched area in the performance management literature prior to the introduction of the 

360-degree model. Employees giving feedback to managers may come across as odd or 

even taboo, as employees are traditionally supposed to learn from managers, and not the 

other way around. This is where upwards feedback was introduced. Bauer & Mulder's 

(2006) identified interesting benefits of upward feedback and it is the author’s belief that 

this concept deserves an audience whereas its qualities may contribute to the 

empowerment of subordinates in the workplace, as mentioned here:   

Integrating subordinates as equal communication partners and giving 

them opportunities to influence the existing practice of leadership is 

supposed to increase their job satisfaction and work motivation. It 

should also have a positive effect on co-operation and team building, 

which again supports social integration processes at work. 

For the supervisor who receives the feedback, it has a diagnostic, a 

controlling and a developmental function. It helps to identify effects and 

deficiencies in their leading behaviour, to change it accordingly and thus 

to develop their leading competence systematically. 

Figure 5: The 360-degree feedback model (Armstrong, 2009)  

Note 1: The figure is created by the author, based on Armstrong‘s (2009) description of 360-degree 

feedback process 
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On the level of the organisation upward feedback is supposed to 

contribute to the establishment of a participatory leadership which is 

motivating for the subordinates as discussed above (Johannes Bauer & 

Regina H. Mulder, 2006). 

The concept of formal feedback has thus been allowed to develop through the course of 

time, and formal feedback processes have begun to incorporate informal feedback 

features into the annual routines. For example, Larson (1984) found that informal 

supervisory feedback can positively influence performance and attitudes of employees. 

However, Cate (2012) identifies three fundamental psychological elements that dictate 

self-determination toward the reception of feedback, associated with the Self 

Determination Theory (SDT): competence, autonomy and relatedness. The understanding 

is that most feedback processes do not feed into all three elements and in turn can leave 

some feedback initiatives short of their expected outcomes. The SDT and related practices 

suggest that offering feedback processes that focus on these intrinsic psychological 

elements is considered an option of reducing ineffective feedback reception. 

Other findings by informal feedback researchers in performance driven organizations are 

unanimous regarding the fact that active informal feedback can play an important role in 

helping employees realize their goals between performance appraisals, but it is important 

to acknowledge that not all informal feedback processes are equally effective (Ashford & 

Cummings, 1983; Baker et al., 2013; Chakrabarty, Oubre, & Brown, 2008; London & 

Smither, 2002; Warman et al., 2014). The author of the current study provides an 

illustration in Figure 6 that represents the window of opportunity for an informal feedback 

dialogue which is an area where structured practices are scarcely available, which hold 

potential to become a valuable tool for informal feedback-thirsty organizations. 

Figure 6: The window for informal feedback dialouges in organizations with formal feedback processes 
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2.5 Informal feedback 

The task of providing feedback is a skill that managers must possess in order to make 

good use of information on subordinate performance. A manager who provides feedback 

to employees is more likely to receive questions from the recipients about their work, 

which can lead to a productive discussion about the business (Howe, 1999). Also, 

multiple feedback provision interventions are discussed by Perron et al. (2012) where the 

suggestion is that communication training, or simply coaching, for giving feedback leads 

to a positive change in the performance of recipients of feedback The overall consensus 

in literature on feedback provision is angled towards the notion that effective feedback 

yields positive results on recipient performance, but inconsiderate and impersonal types 

of feedback can resonate poorly with recipients (Cate, 2012).  

Feedback-seeking behaviour became a topic of huge interest in management literature 

following the presentation of the theoretical model of FSB. Ashford et al. (2003) later 

conducted a thorough analysis of the FSB literature, about two decades after they 

originally proposed the model, and cumulated an explanation for how feedback-seeking 

affects one’s image and one’s ability for self-review, illustrated in Figure 7. 

The core of the feedback-seeking process stems from three primary motives of the 

feedback seeker: instrumental motives, ego-defence/enhancement motives and image-

defence/enhancement. The instrumental reason for seeking feedback is for employees to 

get information about themselves to help them achieve their goals and improve 

performance, but those are merely the fundamental motives for seeking feedback. 

Ashford et al. (2003) introduce two additional complexities of feedback-seeking. The 

Figure 7: The feedback-seeking process (Ashford et al., 2003, p. 775) 
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intrinsic nature of the self for preserving an intact ego and the extrinsic nature for 

preserving a strong image is closely related to the individuals motive to seek feedback.  

Baumeister (1999) touches on ego where individuals are told to be motivated to protect 

their egos. This means that when accurate information is provided about performance that 

harms the ego, the individual may be inclined to reject or reduce the harmfulness of the 

provided information to protect it. Therefore, individuals may be biased in their 

interpretation of negative feedback. 

Further, Ashford et al. (2003) illustrate how the FSB literature highlights an extrinsic 

tendency of the self when seeking feedback that is focused on enhancing one’s image in 

the workplace. Employees avoid “losing face” as much as possible, and are less likely to 

seek feedback if they believe their performance reflects poorly on their image (Tuckey, 

Brewer, & Williamson, 2002).  The context of feedback provision plays a big role in 

whether employees seek feedback, for example, if feedback is given publicly the 

individual must be more focused on instrumental motives, whereas the self is exposed to 

both ego and image damage when feedback is delivered in public.  

Important distinctions have been made on the benefit of informal feedback provision in 

companies. Studies in organizational behaviour have investigated supervisory feedback 

and its effects on salesperson’s performance and found that positive supervisory feedback 

can significantly improve the performance of a salesperson on the job (Chakrabarty et al., 

2008).  

Also, an experienced mentor in the field of nursing notes that if an individual feels 

enthused and willing to improve after receiving feedback, it must have been of a 

constructive nature, but if that individual is left deflated and unhappy about the situation, 

then the feedback was most likely of a destructive nature (Percival, 2006). Therefore, a 

provider of feedback must consider that the manner in which he chooses to deliver the 

message to the receiver will greatly impact the way the receiver processes it. A receiver 

of feedback will react differently towards it if it is given promptly after a task is completed 

rather than a long time afterwards. In the case of a delayed feedback, the receiver will 

have had time to form a personal impression of his performance and is less likely to accept 

critical feedback once those impressions have already been formulated.   

In the current study, the subject of one of the initiatives is the manner in which feedback 

ought to be delivered for maximum efficiency and potential for employee performance 



31 

 

improvement. Best practices are introduced from Armstrong’s Handbook of Performance 

Management (2009), which touches on features of effective feedback like allowing the 

employee to express himself, give praise when deserved and encourage self-reflection 

during a feedback conversation. When the employee is enabled to express himself and 

take ownership of his own performance review he is considered to be more likely to feel 

enthusiastic and motivated by the feedback, as Percival (2006) explained. However, if the 

guidelines are ignored and the employees are lectured and receive no acknowledgement 

for their effort, they are less likely to feel empowered to improve.    

2.5 Feedback orientation 

Feedback orientation, an individual-level construct presented by London and Smithers 

(2002), is the ideally coined term which encapsulates the individual’s desire for self-

knowledge. Feedback orientation refers to the individuals’ overall openness and ability 

to receive, process and utilize feedback to improve performance. The construct touches 

on features like accountability, social awareness, participation in feedback and self-

efficacy to feedback (Rasheed, Khan, Rasheed, & Munir, 2015). However, organizational 

feedback culture levels are positively correlated with the longitudinal development of 

feedback orientation of employees for extended periods of time (London & Smither, 

2002). This means that an employee who is unwilling to seek and process feedback – an 

employee who has a low feedback orientation – is subject to experiencing a positive 

improvement in feedback orientation. For that to happen, however, the organization needs 

to focus on cultivating a feedback friendly culture that inspires improvement and 

encourages feedback-seeking behaviour through formal and informal feedback processes.  

Even though some employees are in fact not feedback oriented, people are still interested 

in learning about themselves. Baumeister (1999) explains that social psychology 

identifies three pillars that dictate how people seek self-knowledge:  

1. through appraisals where accurate information is sought about the self,  

2. through self-verification which is characterized by consistency where people are 

reluctant to alternative believes about the self,  

3. and lastly, through self-enhancement bias which implies that one seeks favourable 

knowledge about the self to discard an unfavourable one.  
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The first pillar, seeking accurate appraisals about the self, is directly associated with 

asking for feedback. It is thus considered to be of phycological interest to people to be 

given feedback from someone who knows precisely how to improve one’s performance. 

Furthermore, feedback orientation is a multi-faceted construct, and multiple beliefs have 

been developed about it over the years. For example, it is believed that pending the 

employee feedback orientation he will react differently to developmental feedback, and 

therefore, coaching is considered a key function in channelling these feedback efforts in 

the most effective manner possible (Dahling, Chau, & O’Malley, 2012).  

However, a detailed review of the longitudinal performance management process by 

London and Smithers (2002) presents a series of propositions on feedback orientation that 

they base on their granular analysis of literature on the construct. The propositions are 

derived from their observation of common beliefs and considerations from the feedback 

literature, and they provide logic to reason that resulted in the named propositions.   

A few feedback orientation propositions are listed below in Table 1, that were selected 

on the basis of their relevance to the current study. The author will consider these 

propositions when study results are being processed and check whether they comply with 

Table 1 
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London & Smither’s (2002) findings. The propositions have yet to be overruled or tested 

inaccurate to my knowledge, and for best practices, should be considered as guidelines 

for managerial action towards an improved feedback culture in organizations. 

2.7 Feedback culture 

Culture and feedback culture, are thoroughly researched terms, but no single definition 

of culture is universally accepted. Through time, researchers have cultivated 164 various 

definitions of culture altogether, and researchers expect the number to continue growing 

(Clark, 2003; L & Kluckhohn, 1952). In an extensive study on the history of culture 

measurement, researchers Taras, Rowney & Steel (2009) covered and reviewed 121 

culture measurement instruments that were used to study culture as a qualitative 

phenomenon. Various approaches and methods for measuring culture were derived from 

decades of literature and a common ground in the definition of culture was identified. 

Their consensus was that culture has four fundamental elements across the spectrum of 

culture definitions. 

“First, it is generally agreed that culture is a complex multi-level 

construct. […]. Second, culture is shared among individuals belonging 

to a group or society. Third, culture is formed over a relatively long 

period. Finally, culture is relatively stable. (Taras et al., 2009)“ 

These fundamentals are of importance to this research. Complexities of culture make it 

challenging to conduct a comprehensive culture research, and the fact that culture is a 

stable phenomenon indicates that initiative-based studies over a relatively short time 

frame have limited potential to significantly change culture of a group. However, the 

current study focuses on individual variables of feedback culture, such as feedback 

provision frequency, and by studying these micro-level cultural elements and testing them 

for sensitivity to feedback initiatives, it is the hope of the author to initiate what can 

become the starting point of a cultural shift, rather than a universal change of feedback 

culture in the organization.  

2.7.1 Organizational culture 

In relation to this review of culture, a narrower look into organizational culture as a whole 

is in order per the subject of the study. Edgar Schein’s definition of organizational culture, 
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which reflects his intensive observation of the construct that interestingly exemplifies 

how organizational culture resembles the nature of providing feedback: 

“A pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved 

its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, which has 

worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught 

to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in 

relation to those problems (Schein, 2010).” 

However, organizations cultures all foster a certain subset of a feedback culture. An 

organization that focuses heavily on upholding a feedback culture is concentrated on 

some sort of a performance management system, career development and continuous 

learning. London and Smithers (2002) explain that effective feedback culture is cultivated 

and upheld by systematically focusing on three brackets of organizational procedures; by 

enhancing feedback quality, by emphasizing the importance of feedback in the 

organization and by providing support for using feedback (London & Smither, 2002). 

They continue to suggest that strong feedback cultures can improve feedback orientation 

of individuals over time. 

Feedback appreciation and efficiency gradually increases in organizations where 

feedback is properly and consistently provided. Proper coaching is however a critical 

element of communicating and processing feedback efficiently to individuals. Coaches in 

organizations can be external advisors, supervisors, peers or even subordinates, whereas 

the purpose of coaching is to show empathy, support, encourage individual and to provide 

information about what is expected of the individual (London & Smither, 2002). 

Upholding the qualities of a strong feedback culture requires organizations to invest in 

rewards and appropriate training of coaches that can be carried down to prospective 

coaches in the future. 

2.8 Summary of the literature  

By probing into the concept of feedback and feedback culture, one realizes that the 

constructs are multi-faceted and complex in nature. It is evident that feedback plays a 

large role in individuals learning process through life, and researchers have explained that 

with performance comes feedback, and the purpose of said feedback is to assist 
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individuals in bringing their performance levels to a desired state (Hattie & Timperley, 

2007).  

However, research also tells us that not all feedback is helpful, and some types of 

feedback can even be unhelpful. Especially if the provider of feedback does not have the 

intention to build the receiver’s self-esteem, but rather tell him how poorly he has 

performed, then feedback is much less likely to be effective in improving performance 

(Pearce & Porter, 1986). Also, if feedback is not provided consistently and timely after 

or during the performance, the receiver may have formed his own interpretation of the 

performance that is hard to let go of, and therefore any formative feedback given after 

that time frame will have lost much of its value (Scott, 2014). 

Feedback and performance have several independent variables linked into their 

relationship. First, feedback quality dictates the level of feedback utility of employees, 

and thereafter, feedback-seeking behaviour, role clarity and social skills all play their part 

in how feedback affects performance (Whitaker & Levy, 2012). Some of these attributes 

(feedback-seeking behaviour and social skills) are individual constructs and others 

(feedback quality and role clarity) are manageable by the organization. For individuals to 

get the most out of feedback and improve their part in the feedback process, organizations 

must make sure that these variables are suited for optimum feedback effectiveness by 

providing high quality feedback and expressing clearly what they want from their 

employees. 

In that regard, individuals are what makes up the fabric of an organization’s feedback 

culture, and what researchers have found, is that their ability and willingness to seek, 

process and utilize feedback for performance enhancement has been referred to as 

feedback orientation (London & Smither, 2002). Feedback orientation has been proven 

to change over extended time periods pending the nature of the organization’s feedback 

culture, meaning that strong feedback cultures can improve individual feedback 

orientation, and vice versa (London & Smither, 2002).  

According to researchers, proper coaching in both providing and seeking feedback is what 

guides feedback orientation, and consequently feedback culture, into a direction of 

continuous improvement (Ashford et al., 2003; Ashford & Cummings, 1985; Dahling et 

al., 2012; London & Smither, 2002). This implies that the quality of an organization’s 
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feedback culture depends heavily on the managerial efforts in feedback coaching, both to 

employees on how to seek feedback and to managers for how to provide quality feedback. 

For the current study, based on the literature review above, the construct of a strong 

feedback culture is understood to hinge on the following: the quality and quantity of 

feedback coaching to employees, employee feedback orientation and manager’s capacity 

for providing effective high quality feedback to employees. In Figure 8, I propose a 

framework that captures these constructs in a simple flow of activities that is intended to 

help managers to focus on what is important to foster a strong feedback culture. This 

framework will be used to guide the discussion of the study findings.  

3 Methodology 

3.1 Research model 

This study uses a one group – before and after research design (EG O1 X O2). Two 

interventions (X1 and X2) were designed to raise awareness on the importance of 

providing and seeking feedback in the workplace. To measure the impact of these 

interventions the study uses two survey questionnaires, or observations (O1 and O2), 

designed to measure the level of feedback culture and feedback orientation in the 

company and what impact the interventions have on those levels. Both initiatives and the 

surveys are based on a feedback culture and feedback orientation measurement 

framework developed by Warman et al. (2014). 

The first intervention was sending an information sheet, referred to as “the one-pager” 

hereafter, via e-mail with useful information on informal feedback provision and 

feedback seeking to all employees. This one-pager introduces the topic of maximizing 

Figure 8: Illustration of the constitutes of a strong feedback culture 
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feedback in the company and then addresses receivers and providers of feedback, 

respectively, providing tips on how to effectively seek and provide feedback effectively. 

The ultimate intention with the one-pager was to raise awareness on the importance of 

informal feedback in the company and its potential to help recipients improve their 

performance. The one-pager full text is available in Appendix B. 

The second initiative was a workshop for feedback providers, meaning managers and 

partners of KPMG in this case, which was developed by Warman et al. (2014). This 

initiative was used because its intended learning outcome for attendees are well suited to 

one of the main purposes of the study, which is to improve the company’s feedback 

culture. After this workshop, attendees should be able to: 

1. explain the role and importance of formative feedback,  

2. describe potential barriers to effective feedback in the clinical environment, 

3. identify strategies for effective feedback conversations.  

A third initiative from the previous study was a task given to feedback receivers, where 

they were asked to submit a reflection on the feedback they received during the 

measurement period. Feedback receivers did not find the reflection task to be useful, and 

complications in collecting and processing the submissions indicated that the initiative 

was not of value to the study, and thus will not be applied in the current study (Warman 

et al., 2014). 

In the previous study, two surveys were launched to measure the impact of the initiatives 

once they had been completed. One survey was sent to feedback providers (n=87, 42% 

response rate) and the other to feedback recipients (n=99, 38% response rate). The survey 

asked participants to rate their acceptance of various statements about the feedback 

culture in the clinic using a 5 point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly agree” to 

“strongly disagree”. The questionnaire to feedback providers asked whether they: 

1. felt more confident in providing verbal feedback after the initiatives,  

2. agreed that being more engaged with the feedback process had improved their 

ability to assess recipients’ performance, 
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3. were making a conscious effort to giving more verbal feedback than before the 

initiatives, 

4. had trouble finding time to give verbal feedback to recipients,  

5. experienced recipients being more proactive in seeking feedback after the 

initiative,  

6. thought giving formative verbal feedback to recipients had directly improved their 

performance.  

Questions to feedback recipients asked whether they: 

1. were more aware of when they were being given formative verbal feedback after 

the initiatives,  

2. noticed feedback providers making more effort to provide verbal feedback after 

the initiatives,  

3. thought feedback providers had trouble finding time to give feedback, 

4. had become more proactive in seeking formative feedback after the initiatives,  

5. felt that formative verbal feedback had directly helped them improve their 

performance.  

The results of Warman et al. (2014) were largely positive in favour of enhancing the 

feedback culture of the subject group with their initiatives. Among their findings was a 

significant increase in frequency of formative verbal feedback in the clinic (WSR test p 

= .002 for providers and p < .001 for recipients), providers felt significantly more 

competent (WSR  p < .001) and more confident in providing feedback while recipients 

were more aware of when they were being provided feedback (Warman et al., 2014).   

For the current study, the structure of the questionnaires has been combined into one 

survey that has been fitted for both participant groups using skip logic features of the 

survey software. The wording of the questions has also been altered to fit KPMG and its 

hierarchical system. Also, instead of sending a post-initiative questionnaire, the current 

study sends a pre-initiative survey called “the benchmark”, and a post-initiative survey 

called “the comparison”, in order to enable the current study to measure differences in 

feedback culture levels during the research period. Detailed explanations and reasoning 

for the design of the surveys and initiatives are covered in the following section. 
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Additionally, in the previous study, focus groups for both participant groups were 

conducted after survey responses had been collected. Feedback recipients explained that 

they were hesitant in asking for feedback out of fear of being embarrassed for exposing 

their deficiencies, or because they were worried about annoying their supervisors when 

asking for feedback (Warman et al. 2014). These sort of concerns regarding feedback 

seeking strongly support the claim of Baker et al. (2013) that feedback-seeking behaviour 

is limited to employees’ psychological safety and affective trust within the workplace.  

3.2 Research design and setting 

The following sections describe the order of methodological actions taken in the study. 

Each step of the research is addressed in separate sub-sections to help the reader 

comprehend how the author conducted his research. 

3.2.1 Summary of research procedure 

The first questionnaire, referred to hereafter as “the benchmark survey” or “O1”, was e-

mailed to all employees prior to the initiatives on February 10th. The sample includes all 

associates, senior associates, managers, senior managers and partners based in KPMG’s 

Borgartún office (n=191). The second questionnaire, hereafter referred to as “the 

comparison survey” or “O2”, was e-mailed to the same sample on March 27th. The first 

initiative (a one-page e-mail document), hereafter referred to as “the one-pager”, or “X1”, 

was launched on February 20th and the second initiative (a manager and partner feedback 

workshop), hereafter referred to as “the workshop”, or “X2”, was held on March 2nd. 

3.2.2 Surveys 

Two surveys, the benchmark and the comparison, were e-mailed to the sample before and 

after the initiatives had been executed, respectively. Both surveys were created using the 

Figure 9: Research design 



40 

 

online questionnaire software Survey Monkey Pro. Participants were split into two 

groups. Group one included associates and senior assoicates and group two had managers, 

senior managers and partners. To enable the author to use only one survey for all 

employees, a skip logic feature was used to direct participant groups to their questions. 

All questions are listed in section 3.3.2.3. for clarification. 

3.2.3 The benchmark  

The first two questions were multiple choice demographic questions (A-B). The first one 

asked what department the participant worked in (advisory, audit, tax or support) and the 

second asked about hierarchy (associate, senior associate, manager, senior manager, or 

partner). By using a skip logic feature, the survey directed associates and senior associates 

to a question page for feedback recipients (Q1-Q6) and directed managers, senior 

managers and partners to a page for feedback providers (Q7-Q13).  

3.2.4 The comparison  

The comparison survey was identical to the benchmark survey, and issued to the same 

sample as the benchmarking survey six weeks after the benchmark survey was sent. 

However, once participants had completed their respective questions they were directed 

to a final questions page with open-ended questions. 

There were four open-ended questions on the final questions page (Q14-Q17). The first 

one asked what managers and partners could do to improve the feedback culture at 

KPMG, the second asked what associates could do to improve the feedback culture at 

KPMG and the third asked whether participants had additional comments about feedback 

culture at KPMG. The fourth, and last, open-ended question offered participants to leave 

comments on the execution of this research. The reason for adding the last question with 

an open answer box was not only to collect participants’ thoughts on the research, but 

also to demonstrate that asking for feedback is both simple and harmless. 

3.2.5 Survey questions 

As mentioned, both surveys had identical questions. They were designed to address and 

assess the following elements: 
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 feedback provision frequency, from both feedback providers and receivers’ 

perspectives (Q2 and Q8),  

 feedback providers’ capacity for feedback provision (Q7 and Q9-Q13), and 

 the feedback orientation of associates and senior associates (Q1 and Q3-Q6). 

These three elements will be addressed in the results section independently to estimate 

the current feedback level in the organization. They will be objectively analysed from the 

author’s point of view as an associate of the organization and they will also be 

subjectively analysed in the context of the literature on the qualities of a strong feedback 

culture. The survey questions are listed here below in the order they appear to 

respondents. Note that by using skip logic, answers for question B sends associates and 

senior associates to questions Q1-Q6 and managers, senior managers and partners to 

questions Q7-Q13. 

Questions for associates and senior associates; 

A In what department do you work? 

B What is your hierarchical level? 

 

Questions for associates and senior associates; 

Q1 It is easy for me to ask for verbal feedback in the workplace 

Q2 How often are you given formative verbal feedback on a weekly basis? 

Q3 Managers and partners make an effort to give formative verbal feedback to 

associates 

Q4 Managers and partners seem to find it difficult to give any feedback to associates 

Q5 I am proactive in asking for feedback from partners and managers 

Q6 Formative verbal feedback has directly helped me improve my job performance 

 

Questions for managers, senior managers and partners: 

Q7 It is easy for to give formative verbal feedback to associates 

Q8 How often do you give formative verbal feedback to associates on a weekly basis? 

Q9 I feel prepared to assess associates’ performance and provide feedback 

accordingly 
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Q10 I am making a conscious effort to give associates formative verbal feedback 

during or after projects 

Q11 Giving formative verbal feedback has directly improved associates’ performance 

Q12 I find it difficult to find time to provide formative verbal feedback to associates 

Q13 Associates are proactive in asking for feedback during or after projects in a timely 

manner 

 

Open-ended question for all participants in the comparison survey: 

Q14 What can managers and partners do to improve the feedback culture of KPMG in 

Borgartún? 

Q15 What can associates do to improve the feedback culture of KPMG in Borgartún? 

Q16 Do you have any other comment regarding the feedback culture of KPMG in 

Borgartún? 

Q17 Do you have any comment regarding the execution of this research? 

3.3 Initiatives 

Two initiatives were employed in the company: X1 and X2. X1 was a one-page information 

sheet to all employees (Appendix B), and X2 was a feedback workshop for managers and 

partners. Managers and partners were tutored about effective feedback provision 

techniques and presented with the results of the benchmark survey. A slides-deck was 

created for the workshop that explained the topic of the research, introduced results of the 

benchmark survey and provided guidelines to keep in mind when providing informal 

feedback. The slide-deck is available in Appendix C.  

3.3.1 The one-pager 

This document starts with an introduction that explains KPMG’s dedications to upholding 

a feedback-friendly working environment where subordinates and superiors are 

encouraged to have informal feedback conversations. It specifically mentions that 

managers and partners at KPMG are willing to share their expertise with associates at 

their request. Further, it explains how verbal constructive feedback is not a supervisor 

giving a subordinate an order, but a conversation among colleagues on how to improve 

performance. 
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Following the introduction, there is a section that addresses associates directly. It provides 

useful tips and hints for how to efficiently seek informal feedback by suggesting simple 

probing questions about their performance, which they can use when engaging a project 

manager or an expert on the subject. 

Thereafter the document addresses managers and partners. It starts by mentioning that 

providing feedback is an important improvement tool for the company. It then outlines 

ways for managers and partners to provide effective feedback to associates; that it has to 

be timely, precise and objective, it should include an action plan for how to perform better 

next time, and some useful guidelines for different ways to provide verbal constructive 

feedback. Finally, the one-pager mentions that managers and partners are also encouraged 

to seek feedback on their own performance. This ties back to upward feedback, as 

discussed in the literature review, because people should always be able to seek feedback 

to improve their performance, no matter how highly they rank in the company’s hierarchy 

(Johannes Bauer & Regina H. Mulder, 2006). 

3.3.2 The workshop 

All managers, senior managers and partners (n=102) were invited to attend a feedback 

culture workshop. The invitation for the workshop was sent by the author, who was the 

conductor of the workshop, via Microsoft Outlook e-mail software with the option of 

virtual attendance through a Skype conference call. The workshop was held on the 8th 

floor of KPMG in Borgartún on March 2nd at 8:30. The workshop duration was advertised 

to be 60 minutes, but the actual duration of the presentation and exercises was 50 minutes. 

To improve chances of a higher attendance, the event advertised that breakfast would be 

served before the meeting so participants were incentivized to attend with the promise of 

a morning refreshment. Attendance to the workshop was 41% of all invited parties 

(n=42). Before starting the workshop, the author encouraged attendees to participate in 

all discussions freely, and explained that the concept of this workshop was intended for 

participants to engage in the topic, rather than being lectured on it.  

The workshop structure was inspired by the previous study as mentioned in the research 

model section above. The primary focus was to explain the role and importance of 

formative feedback, to describe potential barriers to effective feedback in the workplace, 

and to identify strategies for effective feedback conversations. 
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However, contrary to the previous study, the workshop started by briefly presenting the 

concept of feedback culture and feedback orientation to give attendees a firm idea for 

what the topic of the study was. Then, the focus was shifted onto presenting the results of 

the benchmark survey, of which all attendees were aware, and in which most of them 

participated. The results of the benchmark, indicating the current feedback culture level 

of the company, are discussed at length in the corresponding section of the results chapter. 

Then the actual workshop took place, which included instructions on how to provide 

effective informal feedback to employees, using a scenario and attendee participation for 

demonstration. See Figure 10 for a visual illustration of the workshop structure.  

Once the presentation of the benchmark results was completed, the actual workshop took 

place. The conductor transitioned into an introduction of an informal feedback provision 

guideline. The guideline was built on Armstrong’s “golden rules for conducting a review 

meeting” from his Handbook of Performance Management (Armstrong, 2009). It 

included nine useful tips, listed in Table 2, for how to provide effective informal feedback 

to associates. 

Following the introduction and explanation of the feedback guidelines, the conductor 

presented a real-life scenario with an opportunity for a manager to provide feedback to 

an associate. This scenario was in fact built on the presentation of the benchmark results 

in that workshop. The conductor, acting as the associate, had composed the slide-deck 

out of survey data and presented the results for the attending managers and partners, who 

acted as the audience.   

Figure 10: The structure of the workshop initiative 
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Once the scene was set, the conductor called for a volunteer to provide immediate 

feedback to the performance. A volunteer, who presented himself from the audience, was 

reminded about the feedback provision guidelines, and then the conductor had a seat with 

the volunteer in front of the audience and started an informal feedback conversation about 

the conductor’s performance on the presentation. 

Granted, the setting of this feedback demonstration was not according to the first two 

guidelines. The context for informal feedback provision is not ideal in public and the 

volunteer was not prepared to provide feedback at the time, but the feedback was 

nevertheless provided in a timely manner (guideline 3). Regardless of those limitations, 

the feedback provision simulation was largely successful. The volunteer started off with 

complimenting the layout of the presentation (guideline 5) and proceeded to ask what the 

conductor thought he could have done better (guideline 4, 6 and 8). Then the volunteer 

gave a useful tip for how to improve the performance on a future assignment (guideline 

7). He then concluded by mentioning that he looked forward to seeing the conductors 

next presentation (guideline 9). The feedback provision simulation duration was 3:20 

minutes, and I mentioned to attendees that an ideal informal feedback conversation 

typically lasted for less than five minutes. 

Managers and partners who attended the workshop later commented in passing to the 

conductor that the demonstration had been cleverly designed. It was commonly agreed 

that too little attention had been given to providing informal feedback, that the workshop 

Table 2 
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had successfully raised the awareness on the topic, and that it exemplified the simplicity 

of what it takes to engage in an informal feedback dialogue with associates.  

3.4 Anonymity and ethical permission  

Full anonymity in survey responses and workshop participation was promised to all 

employees. For that reason, the study was not able to conduct a paired-sample t-test 

analysis of survey data, whereas IP addresses, names or any other identification 

information was not collected from participants. 

Research results and analyses will only be made available to relevant Reykjavík 

University faculty and KPMG representatives. Further publication of the contents of this 

research requires written consent from KPMG. Permission for surveying and exposing 

employees at KPMG to initiatives was granted by KPMG’s human resource manager. 

3.5 Participants & data collection 

At the start of the research period during the benchmark survey the number of employees 

at KPMG was 184 in the Borgartún office. Once the comparison survey was closed seven 

weeks later the number of employees in Borgartún had risen to 191. The increase in the 

number of employees may have caused inaccuracies when considering response rates 

presented.  

 

Table 3 presents the number of participants in their respective department and hierarchy 

according to information provided to the author by the company on April 11th, 2017. 

Using this information, participation rates are calculated for both surveys.   

Participants are employees from four departments at KPMG; advisory, audit, support & 

IT or tax. The number of associates, senior associates, managers, senior managers and 

partners by departments is also listed in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Note 1: Employee data provided by the company on April 11th, 2017 
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3.6 Questionnaire participation 

The benchmark was emailed by the author using a group email address for all employees 

at KPMG in Borgartún on February 10th, 2017. A reminder for answering the survey was 

sent on February 16th using the same channel, and at midnight on the 16th of February the 

survey was closed for participation. Response collection is presented in Figure 11. The 

survey received 147 responses (n=147, 77% response rate).  

A total of 81 responses were received on Friday, February 10th, which was the first day 

of the benchmark response collection (Figure 11). Such a strong reaction indicates that 

employees showed immediate interest in the topic of the study. Later that evening an 

unrelated employee entertainment event was held in a sports bar where the author was 

inquired about the study. My co-workers were curious to know what the research question 

of the study was and asked what could be done to facilitate an improvement in the 

feedback culture of the company.   

The comparison was e-mailed by the author using the same channel as the benchmark for 

all employees at KPMG in Borgartún on March 27th, 2017. A reminder for answering the 

comparison survey was also sent to employees on March 31st and a second reminder was 

sent on April 4th. At midnight on the 5th of April the survey was closed for participation. 

The number of responses collected by date is presented in Figure 12. The survey received 

121 responses (n=121, 66% response rate).  

Only 44 responses were collected on the first day of the comparison survey (see Figure 

12), which is a considerate drop from the 81 responses on the first day of the benchmark. 

The 27th of March was a Monday which may explain the drop from the benchmark survey, 
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because Mondays are typically days when employees are busier than at the end of the 

week. However, on Friday, March 31st, another 37 responses were collected following 

the first reminder the author sent out.  

For a total of 66% company-wide response rate, the interest for study participation may 

have dropped slightly from the 77% participation from the benchmark. Nevertheless, the 

response rates of both surveys are high enough to say that employees are genuinely 

interested in the topic of feedback culture in the company. 

3.7 Data analysis  

All gathered data from both surveys was analysed using IBM’s SPSS statistical analysis 

software. The study uses independent-sample t-tests to measure differences in t-scores 

between surveys. The study also examines survey responses in the context of the literature 

to examine where the company is situated with regards to feedback culture and feedback 

orientation. Also, open-ended questions from the end of the comparison survey are 

reviewed and summarized by the author and presented in the results section in accordance 

to relevance to the study.  

Responses from all departments were statistically analysed comprehensively and 

separately for each of the four departments of KPMG. Complete SPSS outputs are listed 

in following order in Appendix D.  

1. Advisory, audit, support & IT and tax respondents together  

2. Audit respondents  
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3. Advisory respondents  

4. Support & IT respondents 

5. Tax respondents. 

4 Presentation of results 

Study results are presented in this section in two primary categories. The first one is an 

objective analysis of employee responses to the surveys in regards to the current feedback 

culture level at KPMG. Responses to each survey question are analysed in the order they 

appear. Questions A and B ask respondents about their hierarchy and what department 

they work in, and questions Q1 to Q17 ask associates and senior associates (Q1-Q6) and 

managers, senior managers and partners (Q7-Q13) about the company’s feedback culture. 

Questions Q14 to Q17 are open-ended questions that give participants an option to 

comment further on aspects of the company’s feedback culture.  The second category is 

a statistical analysis which measures whether employee responses have changed in the 

period between the two surveys in which the feedback initiatives were launched.  

Response data is presented in tables from both surveys that include full question texts, 

answer options, response percentage, response count, total number of answered questions 

and total number of skipped questions. The number of answered and skipped questions 

shows the number of responses to each question and how many respondents skipped each 

question. Note that by using skip logic, associates and senior associates all automatically 

skip questions for managers, senior managers and partners, and vice versa. Also, some 

respondents may have chosen to skip the question they were supposed to answer, which 

will register as a skipped answer. 

Study results are presented in three ways. Firstly, the survey response information tables 

are analysed for each multiple-choice question (A, B and Q1-Q13). Secondly, open-ended 

questions at the end of the comparison survey (Q14-Q17) are reviewed. The responses 

are categorized by hierarchy of respondents and summarized by grouping them into 

themes. And lastly, a summary of results from the independent-sample t-test analysis of 

Q1-Q13 is presented.  
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4.1 Analysis of study results 

In question A, which asks what department participants work in, respondent ratio by 

department holds relatively constant between surveys. Respondents from advisory and 

tax were the most constant between surveys, but there was a larger drop in participation 

from audit and support & IT employees between surveys.  

What is more noteworthy is that even though 31% of employees at KPMG work in 

support & IT, only 11,6% and 9,9% of respondents worked in that department in the 

benchmark and comparison surveys, respectively. Also, even though audit employees 

make up 32% of KPMG’s total employees, audit employees made up for between 46,9% 

and 43% of survey respondents, indicating that the topic of the study may be of far more 

interest to the audit employees rather than support & IT employees (see figure 13). 

Table 4 

 

The variation in interest levels may be explained by the nature of work performed in those 

department, whereas audit employees work on a project basis, meeting regularly face-to-

face with clients, but support & IT employees work on infrastructure and maintenance 

related operations where contact with clients is minimal or even none. Advisory and tax 

employees also spend more time with clients on the job than support & IT employees, 

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Audit 46,9% 69 43,0% 52

Advisory 27,2% 40 31,4% 38

Tax 14,3% 21 15,7% 19

Support & IT 11,6% 17 9,9% 12

147 121

0 0

Comparison survey

A) What department do you work in?

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Figure 13: Ratio of survey respondents to ratio of total employees by department 
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and their participation in the study is more representative of the ratio of advisory and tax 

employees at KPMG, illustrated in Figure 13. 

When responses are viewed in regards to hierarchy, in question B, one can see that the 

ratio of hierarchies remains quite stable between surveys. Associates and senior associates 

were 43,5% of respondents in the benchmark and 41,3% in the comparison, who are 

regarded as feedback recipients, or feedback seekers, in the study. Managers, senior 

managers and partners totalled 56,5% of respondents in the benchmark and 58,7% of 

respondents in the comparison, who represent feedback providers in the study. The 

distribution of participation between feedback recipients and providers is thus relatively 

equal which gives added strength to the study’s validity.    

Table 5 

 

In regards to whether survey responses fairly represent the company’s hierarchical 

composition, one can see in Figure 14 that associates and senior associates make up 46% 

of employees at KPMG and a total of 43,5% and 41,3% of survey respondents. Managers, 

senior managers and partners at KPMG represent 54% of total employees and 56,5% and 

58,7% of survey respondents. Therefore, survey respondents do in fact fairly reflect 

KPMG’s hierarchical employee composition, as illustrated in Figure 14.   

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Associate 25,2% 37 25,6% 31

Senior associate  18,4% 27 15,7% 19

Manager 19,7% 29 20,7% 25

Senior manager 18,4% 27 19,0% 23

Partner 18,4% 27 19,0% 23

answered question 147 121

skipped question 0 0

B) What is your hierarchy level?

Benchmark survey Comparison survey
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Figure 14: Ratio of survey respondents to total employees by hierarchy 
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Now begins the review of survey questions regarding feedback at KPMG. Questions Q1 

to Q6 are solely answered by associates or senior associates, referred to as “associates” 

hereafter, and indirectly inquires respondents about their feedback orientation and their 

perception of feedback provision frequency and superior’s capacity for providing 

feedback. Questions Q7 to Q13 are only answered by managers, senior manager and 

partners, referred to as “M&P’s” hereafter. M&P’s are inquired about the frequency of 

feedback they provide to associates and their capacity to provide informal verbal 

feedback. 

4.1.1 Associates results 

The first feedback related question, Q1, asks whether associates find it easy to ask for 

verbal informal feedback at work. While half of the associates claim to find it easy to ask 

for informal feedback, the remaining respondents do not indicate a clear response or find 

that asking for informal verbal feedback is somewhat challenging. 

Table 6 

 

About 15% of associates do not find it easy to ask for informal feedback before and after 

the initiatives. Fewer respondents strongly disagree with the statement after receiving the 

one-pager, which could mean that some level of positivity has resulted from the initiative, 

but no significant change is detected between surveys. However, the majority of 

associates does not seem to have a problem with asking for informal verbal feedback. 

Q2 ask associates about the frequency of formative feedback they receive per week. 

About 88% of associates report receiving suck feedback once, or less than once, per week 

before the initiatives and over 15% of them do not receive any formative feedback from 

M&P’s. These numbers are relatively constant in both surveys. This question clearly 

demonstrates that associates feel that they rarely receive formative verbal feedback. 

However, the reason for the low feedback provision frequency could be that:  

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 19,0% 11 13,6% 6

Agree 31,0% 18 31,8% 14

Neither agree or disagree 36,2% 21 38,6% 17

Disagree 6,9% 4 15,9% 7

Strongly disagree 6,9% 4 0,0% 0

58 44

89 77

Comparison survey

Q1 It is easy for me to ask for verbal feedback in the workplace

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey
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 M&P’s are unaware that associates expect them to provide feedback unasked, or  

 associates do not proactively seek formative verbal feedback frequently, or 

 neither M&P’s nor associates are proactive in providing and seeking formative 

verbal feedback, respectively. 

Table 7 

 

In Q3, associates are asked to indicate whether M&P’s try to provide formative verbal 

feedback to them.  The majority of respondents are indecisive towards this question in 

both surveys, but lean more toward agreeing with the statement. About 20% of associates 

are dissatisfied with M&P’s effort in providing feedback to associates, so these results 

show that there seems to be room for improvement from M&P’s in terms of making 

associates feel like M&P’s are willing to engage in feedback conversations.  

Table 8 

 

As an associate, I would like M&P’s to view associates response to this question as a 

chance to put increased effort into making themselves more available to associates, during 

or immediately after projects, for a formative feedback discussion. This can be achieved, 

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

I don't receive formative verbal feedback 15,5% 9 13,6% 6

Less than once per week 55,2% 32 52,3% 23

Once per week 17,2% 10 20,5% 9

Twice per week 3,4% 2 4,5% 2

Three times per week 5,2% 3 4,5% 2

Four times per week 0,0% 0 4,5% 2

Five times per week 0,0% 0 0,0% 0

More than five times per week 3,4% 2 0,0% 0

58 44

89 77skipped question

Q2 How often are you given formative verbal feedback on a weekly basis?

answered question

Benchmark survey Comparison survey

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 6,9% 4 4,5% 2

Agree 20,7% 12 22,7% 10

Neither agree or disagree 50,0% 29 56,8% 25

Disagree 10,3% 6 9,1% 4

Strongly disagree 12,1% 7 6,8% 3

58 44

89 77

Comparison survey

Q3 Managers and partners make an effort to give formative verbal feedback to associates

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey
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for example, by asking associates how they felt about their performance and suggesting 

how they could perform better in future projects. This suggestion was among the 

information in the one-pager that employees received in the first initiative (X1). 

The next question, Q4, follows the previous one by asking associates whether they feel 

like M&P’s have difficulties with providing feedback. Associates appear to have mixed 

feelings about this statement, though a large percentage of respondents neither agree or 

disagree to it. Such inconsistency indicates that some M&P’s find it difficult to provide 

formative feedback to associates while others do not. This means that M&P’s have an 

opportunity to help each other in getting more comfortable in providing formative 

feedback by sharing tips on effective feedback provision methods from their own 

experiences. 

Table 9 

 

Question Q5 asks associates to self-reflect on their own feedback-seeking behaviour by 

asking if they are proactive in asking for formative feedback from M&P’s, to which most 

of associates neither agree or disagree (37,9% in the benchmark and 43,2% in the 

comparison). The reasons for limited feedback-seeking behaviour in the company can be 

numerous, and as hypothesized, the bottom line might be related to a lack of a trusting 

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 10,3% 6 4,5% 2

Agree 22,4% 13 22,7% 10

Neither agree or disagree 34,5% 20 43,2% 19

Disagree 29,3% 17 25,0% 11

Strongly disagree 3,4% 2 4,5% 2

58 44

89 77

Comparison survey

Q4 Managers and partners seem to find it difficult to give any feedback to associates

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 10,3% 6 6,8% 3

Agree 24,1% 14 27,3% 12

Neither agree or disagree 37,9% 22 43,2% 19

Disagree 19,0% 11 18,2% 8

Strongly disagree 8,6% 5 4,5% 2

58 44

89 77

Comparison survey

Q5 I am proactive in asking for feedback from partners and managers

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Table 10 
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climate and affective trust in the workplace. However, based on responses to all survey 

questions, a more precise picture can be drawn of what specifically hinders associates in 

seeking feedback proactively.  

Based on associates responses and my experience from working closely with M&P’s, 

they may either have difficulties with providing formative verbal feedback due to time 

restrictions or lack of feedback provision skills. Another reason could be that M&P’s do 

not make enough effort to make themselves available to associates for a feedback 

discussion. In the next result section, M&P’s provide answers to those factors which gives 

the study an understanding about the subject from both perspectives for a 360-degree 

view of the company’s feedback culture. 

Q6 is another self-reflection question for associates where they are asked to comment on 

whether formative verbal feedback has directly contributed to their performance 

improvements. Interestingly, 63,8% and 77,3% of associates in the benchmark and 

comparison surveys, respectively, report that such feedback has indeed directly helped 

them improve their performance. Even though associates do not seem to frequently 

receive formative feedback, the feedback they do receive has positively affected their 

performance development. 

This finding is an important distinction in the study in regards to understanding that the 

majority of associates are able to utilize the feedback they receive to improve their 

performance. Further, this finding indicates that associates are high in feedback 

orientation to some extent, and as discussed in the literature review, for a strong feedback 

culture to thrive requires employees to be high in feedback orientation (London & 

Smither, 2002). 

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 36,2% 21 31,8% 14

Agree 27,6% 16 45,5% 20

Neither agree or disagree 29,3% 17 20,5% 9

Disagree 3,4% 2 2,3% 1

Strongly disagree 3,4% 2 0,0% 0

58 44

89 77

Comparison survey

Q6 Formative verbal feedback has directly helped me improve my job performance

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Table 11 
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4.1.2 M&P’s results 

The remaining seven multiple-choice questions are solely answered by M&P’s. They are 

designed to match associates responses to M&P’s perspective of their own feedback 

provision behaviour. By comparing M&P’s responses to associates responses, the study 

can identify gaps in opinions on selected aspects of KPMG’s feedback culture from the 

perspectives of the two employee groups. 

Q7 asks M&P’s whether they find it easy to provide formative verbal feedback to 

associates. This question provides responses to associates answers to Q4, which raised 

the concern that M&P’s may have difficulties with providing formative feedback to 

associates. In contrast, M&P’s indicate that they have virtually no problem with providing 

formative verbal feedback to associates. 

It appears that despite M&P’s ability to provide feedback, they have not been successful 

in communicating to associates that providing feedback is not a problem to them. To me, 

it is not surprising to find that communication failure between associates and M&P’s has 

caused associates to believe that M&P’s struggle with providing feedback. However, as 

mentioned in Q4’s review, rather than sharing tips on effective feedback provision 

methods with each other, M&P’s may be better advised to focus on communicating to 

associates that proving feedback to them is in fact no problem at all.  

Question Q8 asks M&P’s to indicate how frequently they provide formative verbal 

feedback to associates using the same answer options as Q2, which asked associates to 

indicate how often M&P’s provide such feedback to them. In the benchmark, 60% of 

M&P’s say they provide formative verbal feedback once or less per week. In the 

comparison, this number increased to 72,9%. Considering associates answers in Q2, who 

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 30,7% 23 25,4% 15

Agree 61,3% 46 72,9% 43

Neither agree or disagree 6,7% 5 1,7% 1

Disagree 1,3% 1 0,0% 0

Strongly disagree 0,0% 0 0,0% 0

75 59

72 62

Comparison survey

Q7 It is easy for me to give formative verbal feedback to associates

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Table 12 
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said 88% of them receive feedback once or less per week, one can see that associates and 

M&P’s are more or less unanimously of the opinion that feedback provision frequency in 

the company is quite low.  

Question Q9 addresses how comfortable M&P‘s are in providing formative verbal 

feedback to associates by asking them whether they feel prepared to assess associates’ 

performance and provide relative feedback. A comforting response from M&P‘s says that 

about 90% of them are prepared to do so in both surveys. More specifically, according to 

responses to Q7 and Q9, M&P‘s find it easy and feel prepared to assess the associates’ 

performance and provide formative feedback to them based on their performance. Thus, 

KPMG‘s M&P‘s report having the needed capacity to provide formative verbal feedback 

to associates, furthering the company‘s potential for upholding a strong feedback culture. 

Table 14

 

In question Q10, M&P’s are asked to state whether they agree that they are making a 

conscious effort to give associates formative verbal feedback either during or after a 

performance. It is a recognized fact from the literature that maintaining a strong feedback 

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 21,3% 16 20,3% 12

Agree 70,7% 53 69,5% 41

Neither agree or disagree 8,0% 6 8,5% 5

Disagree 0,0% 0 1,7% 1

Strongly disagree 0,0% 0 0,0% 0

75 59

72 62

Comparison survey

Q9 I feel prepared to assess associates’ performance and provide feedback accordingly

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

I don't provide formative verbal feedback 1,3% 1 1,7% 1

Less than once per week 32,0% 24 39,0% 23

Once per week 26,7% 20 32,2% 19

Twice per week 12,0% 9 15,3% 9

Three times per week 13,3% 10 8,5% 5

Four times per week 8,0% 6 1,7% 1

Five times per week 0,0% 0 0,0% 0

More than five times per week 6,7% 5 1,7% 1

75 59

72 62

Comparison survey

Q8 How often do you give formative verbal feedback to associates on a weekly basis?

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Table 13 
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culture is a managerial task and requires managers to hone their skills of actively provide 

feedback to employees (Beer & Ruh, 1976).  

In KPMG’s case, over 70% of M&P’s claim to be making a conscious effort to provide 

feedback in both surveys, but as previously noted from questions Q2 and Q8, feedback 

provision frequency is relatively low at KPMG, given that associates and M&P’s work 

closely together in an open office space where they converse frequently on a daily basis. 

Therefore, even though M&P’s in fact agree to the statement in Q10, there may be a 

misconception as to how much formative verbal feedback is needed to actively maintain 

a strong feedback culture in the company.    

Question Q11 asks M&P’s whether giving associates formative verbal feedback has 

directly improved their performance. In the benchmark survey, 85,3% of M&P’s claim 

that such feedback has indeed directly helped associates improve their performance. After 

the initiatives, this number increases to 93,2% in the comparison survey, suggesting that 

M&P’s are aware of how valuable their feedback is to associates at KPMG.    

Table 16 

 

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 37,3% 28 40,7% 24

Agree 48,0% 36 52,5% 31

Neither agree or disagree 14,7% 11 6,8% 4

Disagree 0,0% 0 0,0% 0

Strongly disagree 0,0% 0 0,0% 0

75 59

72 62

Comparison survey

Q11 Giving formative verbal feedback has directly improved associates’ performance

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 8,0% 6 6,8% 4

Agree 73,3% 55 64,4% 38

Neither agree or disagree 14,7% 11 27,1% 16

Disagree 4,0% 3 1,7% 1

Strongly disagree 0,0% 0 0,0% 0

75 59

72 62

Comparison survey

Q10 I am making a conscious effort to give associates formative verbal feedback during or after projects

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Table 15 
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By comparing associates answers to question Q6, which asks associates about whether 

feedback improves their performance, one can see that M&P’s and associates generally 

agree that providing formative verbal feedback in the workplace directly improves 

associates’ performance (Figure 15).  

These findings describe a strong appreciation to the value of informal feedback at KPMG. 

Employees are aware of the fact that informal feedback can help improve performance, 

despite limited frequency of feedback provided in the company (Q2 and Q8).  However, 

no clear reason has been found that explains why feedback is not utilized more actively 

for performance enhancement, which is an important question to answer for KPMG’s 

management if it desires to foster a strong feedback culture. 

Question Q12 relates back to M&P’s capacity for providing feedback to associates by 

asking whether they have difficulties in finding time to provide formative verbal feedback 

to associates. More M&P’s say they do not have such difficulties than those who do, and 

fluctuations in responses before and after initiatives are minimal.  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Strongly agree Agree Neither agree

or disagree

Disagree Strongly

disagree

M&P's Benchmark

M&P's Comparison

Associates Benchmark

Associates Comparison

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 1,3% 1 1,7% 1

Agree 18,7% 14 22,0% 13

Neither agree or disagree 26,7% 20 28,8% 17

Disagree 45,3% 34 39,0% 23

Strongly disagree 8,0% 6 8,5% 5

75 59

72 62

Comparison survey

Q12 I find it difficult to find time to provide formative verbal feedback to associates

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Table 17 

Figure 15: M&P's and associates response to whether formative verbal feedback has directly improved 

associates performance (Q6 and Q11) 
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However, in the feedback workshop M&P’s attended, I specifically outlined that these 

feedback conversations typically took less than five minutes. Plausible reasons for the 

fact that M&P’s were unable to find minutes to spare for informal feedback conversations 

after the workshop may be that an insignificant number of M&P’s attended the workshop, 

or that attendees need more time to change their routine to provide more feedback to 

associates. The latter suggestion is reasonable, whereas cultural habits are stable and take 

time and dedication to change (Taras et al., 2009). Also, M&P’s may lack motivation to 

prioritize their time in favour of spending time on providing feedback.  

The final question on feedback to M&P’s asks whether they believe associates are 

proactive in seeking feedback, but this question provides M&P’s perspective to associates 

feedback-seeking behaviour. In Q5, associates were indecisive about whether they were 

proactive feedback seekers and mostly chose to neither agree nor disagree. However, in 

Q13, M&P’s say that associates are not proactive in seeking feedback during or after 

projects. As indicated in question Q1, associates find it easy to ask for formative verbal 

feedback, and in question Q6, associates say that such feedback directly improves their 

performance. However, regardless ofthe apparent ease of asking for informal feedback 

and how valuable it is to associates, something prevents them from proactively seeking 

feedback from M&P’s.  

4.1.3 Open-ended questions results 

All participants received four open-ended questions at the end of the comparison survey 

(Q14-Q17). The questions asked participants for comments on ways to improve the 

feedback culture at KPMG and whether they had any comment on how the study had 

been conducted. 

Answer Options

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Strongly agree 2,7% 2 0,0% 0

Agree 6,7% 5 8,5% 5

Neither agree or disagree 22,7% 17 22,0% 13

Disagree 48,0% 36 52,5% 31

Strongly disagree 20,0% 15 16,9% 10

75 59

72 62

Comparison survey

Q13 Associates are proactive in asking for feedback during or after projects in a timely manner

skipped question

answered question

Benchmark survey

Table 18 
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Responses to these questions will be analysed by separating associates’ answers from 

M&P’s and summarizing their comments into common themes. The number of M&P’s 

and associates’ responses is listed in Table 19. 

Question Q14 asked respondents to comment on how M&P’s could help improve the 

company’s feedback culture. M&P’s made 28 comments in total. Four of those comments 

mentioned that M&P’s should receive coaching in how to effectively provide formative 

feedback to associates, and 10 comments mentioned that an informal feedback 

conversation should be added to routine procedures of every project.  

Another 12 comments mentioned that making an increased conscious effort to provide 

feedback to both peers and associates could help improve the feedback culture. Also, by 

using praise and not only focusing on underperformance, M&P’s could start taking more 

initiative in making associates aware that they are available for feedback conversations. 

Lastly, two comments from M&P’s to Q14 stressed the importance of actively utilizing 

the MyPD framework for formal feedback provision. That way, maintaining a 

conversation about the importance of feedback in the workplace is easier so employees 

are aware that feedback is an important part of the day-to-day operations at KPMG. 

Associates made 14 comments to Q14. Half of them stressed that M&P’s could take more 

initiative to provide informal feedback to associates either during or after projects, and 

make it a habit of theirs. Four associates said that M&P’s should focus evenly on feedback 

for good and poor performances, noting that underperformance is often the only type of 

performance that M&P’s provide feedback on. Closely related to the previous point, three 

associates suggested that M&P’s could use compliments more often when associates 

perform well and improve their own performance. 

Question Q15 asked participants how associates could help improve the feedback culture 

at KPMG. A total of 25 comments were collected from M&P’s to this question, and 21 

of them noted that associates should be more proactive in asking for feedback from 

M&P’s. Three more comments mentioned that associates should know that receiving 

Number of responses to questions Q14, Q15, Q16, Q17

Q14 Q15 Q16 Q17

Number of responses from M&P's 28 25 17 14

Number of responses from associates 14 14 12 8

Total number of responses 42 39 29 22

Table 19 



62 

 

feedback is meant to help them, not to discipline them, and that they should be open to 

criticism to build on their past experiences, utilizing M&P’s expertise feedback to 

improve performance.  

One respondent believed that it was unrealistic to expect associates to proactively ask for 

feedback, as the project manager might be unprepared to provide it. The same respondent 

continued, suggesting that a software solution, where associates could request feedback 

from a project manager, could help solve that problem. Interestingly, KPMG already 

offers such a solution to its employees through MyPD, the company’s performance 

management framework. However, it appears that MyPD’s features are being overlooked 

by employees. 

Associates made 12 comments to this question, and 10 of them also suggested that 

associates could be more proactive in asking for feedback from M&P’s. One associate 

mentioned that preserving positive communication was important, especially when 

workload is heavy and positive communications often diminish. Finally, one associate 

noted that M&P’s were responsible for improving the feedback culture at KPMG because 

associates were supposed to receive feedback from their managers. This response signals 

that perspectives on feedback-seeking behaviour can vary greatly among associates at 

KPMG. 

The next question, Q16, asked respondents for additional comments on the feedback 

culture at KPMG. 17 responses from M&P’s were collected, and seven of them 

specifically mentioned that the feedback culture at KPMG could be improved in one or 

more ways. Four comments were “no” or a variation of the same response. Another five 

comments mentioned that feedback had been of a negative nature at KPMG, meaning that 

M&P’s mainly focused on what needed to be done better and that there was a lack of 

constructive criticism included in feedback. 

One M&P had a curious comment. He said that in the previous survey, respondents had 

been recklessly positive in their responses to how frequently they provide feedback. That 

in the years he had worked at the company he had received little or no feedback from 

superiors, and noted that other employees complained that they were never complimented 

on their strong performances. This employee concluded by saying that M&P’s had either 

not completely understood what the term “feedback” meant, or had responded with the 
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intention of drawing an image of the feedback culture at the company to their liking, 

rather than giving a truthful answer. 

Associates made 12 comments to this question, but three of them simply said “no”, two 

of them mentioned that the feedback culture could be better, and one associate felt that 

the feedback culture at KPMG was weak and hardly existed at all. The remaining six 

comments were all different from each other in nature. One associate said that M&P’s 

were variously qualified to provide formative feedback and another said that M&P’s 

should try not to make it look like they were being interrupted when being asked for 

feedback. He mentioned that sometimes associates work out of office and it can be hard 

for M&P’s to provide feedback when they do not have oversight of associates’ 

performance. 

One associate had an interesting point, as he mentioned that a strong feedback culture 

was a part of the company’s values, but not a part of the actual organizational culture, and 

wondered how this gap could be bridged. Finally, two associates said that employee 

interviews were very irregular and sometimes not conducted at all, and that M&P’s were 

responsible for approaching associates for all feedback related communications.  

The last open-ended question, Q17, was not feedback related. Rather, it gave participants 

a chance to voice concerns or make remarks on the method and execution of this study. 

A total of 22 comments were made, and 16 of them simply said “no”. The remaining six 

comments either complimented the initiative of conducting the study or said they felt the 

study was very interesting to them.  

4.1.4 Summary of survey findings 

From the analysis above, the study finds that associates and M&P’s agree that formative 

verbal feedback is a valuable resource to the company in regards to performance 

development of employees. M&P’s believe they are capable and qualified to provide 

feedback to associates but they also recognize that associates are not proactive in seeking 

feedback. Also, in responses to the open-ended questions, M&P’s encourage associates 

to approach them more often to engage in a feedback dialogue if they want feedback on 

their performance, but in contrast, associates would also like M&P’s to make themselves 

more available for informal feedback discussions.  
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KPMG’s offices are open spaces where associates have direct access to M&P’s. Since it 

is easy for associates to ask for feedback, they may lack the confidence to approach 

M&P’s for a feedback conversation. The other side of the coin is that since associates do 

not proactively seek feedback, M&P’s might believe that associates are not interested in 

receiving it. However, judging on these findings, and as an associate at KPMG, I believe 

that this stalemate in feedback communication is the result of not making feedback a 

priority in day-to-day operations, which is mutually important for both associates and 

M&P’s to strategically strengthen the company’s feedback culture.    

These findings will be tied together with the study’s literature review in a discussion of 

results, following the statistical analysis of survey data here below. The discussion will 

aim to put the study findings into relative context for future research on how companies 

can strengthen feedback culture along with recommendations for KPMG in the same 

regard.  

4.2 Statistical analysis 

The second category of examination in this study is an independent-sample t-test analysis 

to compares feedback level scores from both surveys in the hopes of finding a statistically 

significant difference in responses from participants in favour of increased feedback 

culture levels. An analysis was made in five brackets, the first bracket (B1) included all 

participants and the remaining four brackets (B2-B5) included advisory, audit, support & 

IT and tax, respectively, and questions Q1-Q13 were analysed in each bracket.  

The statistical analysis found only one area with a statistically significant difference in 

scores between surveys. This was in questions Q8 in bracket B1. There, M&P’s in the 

comparison survey claim that they provide more formative verbal feedback to associates 

after the initiatives (M = 3.03, SD = 1.25; t (130,72) = 2.23, p = 0.03, two-tailed) than 

before the initiatives (M = 3.61, SD = 1.75), resembling a similar finding by Warman et 

al. (2014). All other questions in all brackets did not have any statistically significant 

difference in scores. A detailed listing of the t-test analysis scores are available in 

Appendix D. 

Unfortunately, the study failed to produce more significant results than anticipated. In the 

following section, research limitations will address the plausible reasons for why 

feedback culture levels have not been affected more significantly by the initiatives, and 
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in conjunction with that, the discussion will also contribute suggestions for how to 

improve the study’s methodology in a way that may facilitate stronger feedback level t-

test scores in future case studies. 

5 Discussion of results 

As the study has detailed, fostering a strong feedback culture is a multi-faceted resource. 

The literature review cited multiple angles of what constitutes a strong feedback culture, 

such as high feedback orientation of employees, managers’ skill and capacity for 

providing high quality feedback, feedback coaching and more (Ashford et al., 2003; Beer 

& Ruh, 1976; London & Smither, 2002).  

The review also noted some features of the workplace that may hinder a strong feedback 

culture to thrive, namely Bakers et al’s. (2013) article on feedback-friendly cultures in 

organizations, which suggests that if an employee does not feel psychologically safe in 

making himself vulnerable to criticism from managers, he is less likely to ask for 

feedback. Further, Bakers et al’s. (2013) findings recognize that affective trust in the 

workplace is required for employees to feel more secure in asking for help to reduce 

deficiencies in their work and improve performance. In some cases, they note that the 

absence of affective trust may even reduce performance improvements. 

This discussion will focus on explicit findings from the study and interpret them with the 

intention of furthering the existing literature on how organizations can foster a strong 

feedback culture. In Figure 8, I have proposed a framework of the primary constructs of 

a strong feedback culture and what functions are needed to maintain it. This framework 

will support the discussion of survey findings in the section below. 

5.1 Study findings 

The current study has three primary research questions. The first two address the current 

feedback culture level at KPMG and the third asks whether the feedback initiatives can 

improve the feedback culture at KPMG. All research questions and hypothesis are recited 

in Table 20. 

The findings of the study have provided results that decisively answer Rq 1a. Based on 

the review of questions Q1 and Q7, associates and M&P’s can ask for and provide 
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formative verbal feedback, respectively, with ease. Also, as seen from responses to Q5 

and Q6, even though associates do not seem to proactively seek feedback from M&P’s, 

they do appear to be able to process the limited feedback they receive to improve their 

performance at work.  

M&P’s say in Q9 that they feel capable and prepared to provide feedback to associates 

based on their performance and in Q10 M&P’s consider themselves to be consciously 

making an effort to provide feedback to associates as well. Also, M&P’s agree with 

associates about the notion that formative verbal feedback does improve their 

performance.  

These responses indicate that associates have a medium to high feedback orientation, and 

M&P’s have sufficient capacity to provide quality feedback to associates. Therefore, 

KPMG employees are recognized in this study for possessing the necessary means to 

maintain a strong feedback culture. However, proposition 6 by London & Smither’s 

(2002) from the literature review claims that employees that are high in feedback 

orientation are indeed able to “make internal attributions that lead to goal setting when 

they are high in feedback orientation” but only if the company has a strong feedback 

culture.   

Moreover, in regards to Rq 1b, responses to questions Q2 and Q8 express that 88% of 

associates and 72,9% of M&P’s claim that formative verbal feedback is provided once 

per week or less to associates. In a workplace where associates and M&P’s converse 

frequently on a daily basis it is fair to say that this feedback provision frequency is very 

low. Also, several comments made by both associates and M&P’s in the open-ended 

Table 20 
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questions about the company’s feedback culture suggested that feedback was rarely or 

hardly used at all.  

Therefore, the study finds that there is not an active informal feedback dialogue between 

employees at KPMG. These findings are largely in favour of hypothesis 1 which states 

that KPMG has a weak feedback culture and formative verbal feedback is not frequently 

provided in the company. In proposition 8b by London & Smither’s (2002) they state that 

feedback culture and feedback orientation are mutually reinforcing. In the case of KPMG, 

where feedback culture is considered weak, some level of concern should be raised 

regarding the long-term effect a weak feedback culture can have on the feedback 

orientation of employees. 

The final research question (Rq 2) directs the attention to the results of the statistical 

analysis of changes in KPMG’s feedback culture before and after the initiatives. As 

explained in the corresponding results section above, the initiatives appear to have had 

very limited significant effect on the feedback culture levels at KPMG. Though results 

from the statistical analysis do not support hypothesis 2, the initiatives met no objection 

from participants, and the attitudes of employees towards the study were generally 

optimistic. However, optimism towards the subject of this study appears to be insufficient 

to change the feedback culture at KPMG, but understanding how to foster a strong 

feedback culture is perhaps the lesson to be learned here.  

The literature review began by addressing the nature of effective feedback, where 

feedback is defined as the provision of information on a performance to someone with 

the intention of guiding future performance to a desired outcome (Ende, 1983). Also, 

feedback should be precise and provided regularly in a timely manner (Scott, 2014). It is 

of great importance that feedback provision is carefully executed by managers, whereas 

improper feedback provision practices can indeed leave the feedback recipient unhappy 

and deflated and can even have a negative impact on employees’ performance (Ashford 

& Cummings, 1983; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Percival, 2006). 

For those reasons, M&P’s at KPMG, who reportedly are qualified and capable of 

providing feedback, need to be aware that the quality of the feedback they provide directly 

affects the utility of the feedback to associates (Whitaker & Levy, 2012). This point is 

one of the main constructs of the strong feedback culture framework in Figure 8, which 
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insists that managers provide high quality feedback to associates to maximize the 

potential of feedback effectiveness. Also, as proposition 2 by London & Smither’s (2002) 

states, “strong feedback cultures enhance individuals’ feedback orientation” and where 

quality feedback is provided regularly in a timely manner, employees are more likely to 

grow in feedback orientation. This proposition also implies that once feedback orientation 

starts growing among employees, they will become more comfortable with proactively 

seeking feedback from managers. However, to manage expectations, it is noteworthy to 

mention that London & Smither’s (2002) proposition 1b says that feedback orientation 

levels are stable in the short-term timeframe, and only start changing when feedback 

culture levels have systematically improved over time.  

Finally, I draw attention to the final construct of the strong feedback culture framework 

in Figure 8, which is coaching. Reading between the lines of survey findings I argue that 

some level of resistance keeps KPMG’s employees from proactively seeking and 

providing feedback. It is uncertain why M&P’s do not proactively provide formative 

feedback to associates on a regular basis, but it is certain that M&P’s do not receive any 

technical coaching in how to effectively provide informal feedback. The topic of feedback 

is rarely spoken of, but several responses to Q14, an open-ended question about how 

M&P’s could improve the company’s feedback culture, specifically identified that 

feedback provision coaching was needed so M&P’s would be more comfortable with the 

process. 

Proposition 3b by London & Smither’s (2002) reads, “coaching encourages feedback 

orientation”. Other researchers also find that training managers in providing feedback is 

critical to make sure feedback is communicated effectively which can lead to a positive 

reaction in employee performance (Dahling et al., 2012; Perron et al., 2012). Therefore, 

the study concludes that the missing link in cultivating a strong feedback culture at KPMG 

is coaching M&P’s in how to facilitate and maintain an active feedback dialogue with 

associates. Additionally, associates are not excluded from the need of coaching. When 

employees receive feedback from multiple sources, not only from M&P’s but from 

clients, peers or in written reports as well, the employee may not be sufficiently trained 

in attending to all the feedback he receives (Armstrong, 2009; London & Smither, 2002). 

Therefore, associates are also in need of coaching for how to receive, process and utilize 
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all feedback to improve their performance and grow in feedback orientation, which 

ultimately leads to a stronger feedback culture. 

5.2 Research limitations and literature contributions 

In this section, I will address what academic contribution the current study will present 

to the literature on feedback culture. I will also discuss research limitations and provide 

suggestions for how researchers can avoid the frustration of finding limited significant t-

test score differences in future research on feedback culture in organizations using a 

similar method.  

As mentioned in the M&P’s results section, feedback cultures are stable and take time 

and dedication to change (Beer & Ruh, 1976). The first limitation to address is of time 

restrictions. The research duration from start to end took just under seven weeks, which 

gave the feedback initiatives only a few weeks to have an effect on feedback culture levels 

at the company. I suggest for future researchers who adopt this model to allow more time 

to pass from employing the initiatives to surveying the sample for post-initiative data. It 

is my belief that following this suggestion will result in more significant differences in t-

test scores. The study which the current one is modelled after was generally successful in 

improving the feedback culture in its groups, which allowed about four to five months to 

pass from employing its initiatives to collecting participant data for analysis (Warman et 

al., 2014). 

The second limitation I will address is regarding feedback provision frequency. During 

the evaluation of associates responses to the surveys I realized that they were only asked 

how often they receive feedback, but not how often they would like to receive feedback. 

That sort of information would have been helpful in assessing the gap between actual and 

desired feedback provision frequency, which could have provided more accurate 

information about the company’s feedback culture level. For future research, I 

recommend adding an additional question in the survey to bridge this gap. Additionally, 

associates may receive feedback from more than one M&P at KPMG. The surveys asked 

for associates opinion on all M&P’s as a whole, but nothing at an individual basis. For 

future researchers, it might be useful to ask associates whether M&P’s are inconsistently 

competent in providing feedback. Such information could help the company decide 
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whether it needs to focus its coaching efforts on those who need it the most, rather than 

focusing equally on all M&P’s.   

Also, as noted in the methodological approach section, a number of uncontrollable 

elements are embedded in the case study method (Campbell & Stanley, 1966). Ideally, to 

project the most accurate representation of the company’s feedback culture level, all 

employees ought to participate in the surveys and initiatives, but the current study is 

limited to the opinions of those employees who spared moments of their time to take the 

surveys, read the e-mailed one-pager and attended the workshop. Also, in the time that 

passed between surveys, other variables could have contributed to changes in participants 

opinions on the company’s feedback culture. Therefore, it is difficult to generalize about 

the impact these initiatives have, but without a case study like the current one, one is left 

without any grounds to support a hypothesis. Thus, this study is important for future 

researchers for two reasons.  

Firstly, in order to be able to generalize on the basis of expertise knowledge of a 

phenomenon like feedback culture, more case studies need to be conducted to support the 

argument, and the current one provides a good precedent, or benchmark, for such studies. 

Secondly, what the current study contributes to theories like Baker et al.’s (2013) on the 

necessity to foster a trusting climate for feedback-friendly culture to thrive, is to 

strengthened its validity by presenting a case that identifies a void between managers and 

employees regarding feedback-seeking and feedback provision that the theory may be 

able to explain. 

A case study is by definition limited to a single case for observation and experimentation. 

However, as Bent Flyvberg (2006) mentions, a great number of good case studies can 

help remedy a discipline that is without systematic production of exemplars. Therefore, 

the current study plays its academic role by contributing a case study to the field of 

feedback culture studies in organizations, and hopefully, more will follow. 

5.3 Conclusion 

Employees at KPMG are proven to possess all the bearings required to cultivate a strong 

feedback culture. However, the window of opportunity for maintaining an active informal 

feedback dialogue between performance appraisals (see Figure 6) has the potential to be 

used with greater ambition by both associates, who can seek formative feedback from 
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their M&P’s, and by M&P’s who can make themselves more available for such 

discussions to associates on a regular basis.  

The study concludes that if employees at KPMG put feedback as a higher priority, for 

example with goal setting in performance appraisals, the company should by all 

considerations of this study be able to strengthen its feedback culture in the coming years. 

Additionally, a surge of comments was made about the need for feedback to be brought 

to the surface in all project work at KPMG. Executive managers at KPMG may find the 

strong feedback culture framework in Figure 8 useful to conceptualize how feedback 

coaching can motivate employees to include feedback conversations in the fabric of 

routine project procedures. 

Finally, though measurable changes in feedback culture levels at KPMG were scarce, it 

is the consensus of the author and KPMG’s CEO, Jón S. Helgason, that the topic of 

feedback has been brought up to the top of people’s minds at KPMG. Before the 

initiatives, employees may have underestimated the impact of feedback they were 

providing, either in the form of conversations in passing or other performance related 

comments. However, after the feedback initiatives, M&P’s are more aware of how 

valuable and important feedback can be to associates in regards to performance 

improvements (Helgason, 2016). So, for the sake of silver lining, it is my belief that this 

study may have started a movement into the direction of a stronger feedback culture at 

KPMG, and hopefully it gains momentum with time. 
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