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 Performance appraisals are a common evaluation tool that organizations use for 

employee training and development, compensation, and/or promotions. Forced 

distribution rating systems (FDRS) are a subset of these appraisal systems, seeking to 

improve the quality of performance ratings by restricting raters’ autonomy to rate. This 

current research investigates the constraints imposed on raters by FDRS, and how they 

might potentially create negative emotional reactions and perceptions in raters. Drawing 

on the Psychological Theory of Reactance, I examine raters’ reactions (i.e., reactance 

and perceived difficulty) to various FDRS scenarios in an altered policy capturing 

approach where psychological outcomes of decisions are predicted rather than the 

specific decisions themselves. Two constraints I examine include the type of outcome 

the rater decision has on a ratee, and the direction raters are forced to place ratees in 

performance categories. Overall, my results indicate that directional forcing can 

generate elevated levels of both perceived difficulty and reactance. Specifically, forcing 

ratees down and up categories that their performance does not reflect can raise 

perceived difficulty and reactance. 
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1 Introduction 

Forced distribution rating systems (FDRS) are a type of performance appraisal 

format where supervisors are constrained to assign their employees’ scores into 

different rating categories (Malhotra & Mukherjee, 2013; Blume, Baldwin, & Rubin, 

2009; Scullen, Bergey, Aiman-Smith, 2005; King, Hunter, & Schmidt, 1980). It is 

important to note that each rating category has a specific number, ratio, or percentage 

of employees that can be placed within. If this number is reached, then the rater is no 

longer allowed to rate employees at that performance level. The FDRS method includes 

alternative terminology such as “forced ranking”, “stacked ranking”, and “the Vitality 

Curve” (Moon, Scullen, & Latham, 2016). FDRS can be implemented in organizations to 

eliminate or reduce the possibility of raters being too lenient when rating subordinates 

and to force raters to differentiate employees’ performance scores (Berger, Harbring, & 

Sliwka, 2013; Bol, 2011; Blume et al., 2009; Schleicher, Bull, & Green, 2008; Kane, 

1994). Although there is evidence to suggest that FDRS are effective at creating 

variability and reducing leniency (Malhotra & Mukherjee; Scullen et al., 2005), FDRS are 

not without criticisms. It has been noted that FDRS can foster competitive and 

sometimes hostile work environments (Berger et al., 2013; Guralnik, Rozmarin, & So, 

2004; McBriarty, 1988). FDRS have also been associated with increased turnover, and 

a general dislike of the system (Chattopadhyay, 2017; Blume, Rubin, & Baldwin, 2013; 

Malhotra & Mukherjee, 2013; Berger et al., 2013; Blume et al., 2009; Schleicher et al., 

2008; Guralnik et al., 2004; Harris, 1994; McBriarty, 1988). Additionally, researchers 

have argued that the benefits FDRS offer are only a short-term solution (Berger et al., 
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2013; Yun, Donahue, Dudley, & McFarland, 2005; Judge & Ferris, 1993), and that they 

ignore other influences on rater accuracy (Chattopadhyay, 2017; Scullen et al., 2005).  

Overall, FDRS work by imposing encumbrances on raters’ natural or default 

rating tendencies. As a result, in a FDRS, raters may be put in difficult or uncomfortable 

situations where they are forced to rate in a manner that they do not agree with. This 

imposition may have negative consequences for raters. Although performance appraisal 

research has examined ratee reactions to performance appraisals and the implications 

of negative reactions (Wallace, Stelman, & Chaffee, 2016; Iqbal, Akbar, & Budhwar, 

2014; Pichler, 2012; Blume et al., 2009; Narcisse & Harcourt, 2008; Tziner, Joanis, & 

Murphy, 2000), we know little about rater reactions to performance appraisals. This 

research is an initial inquiry into possible rater reactions to the components of FDRS. 

Specifically, the current study investigates specific aspects of FDRS that may generate 

negative reactions within raters. 

The performance appraisal literature indicates that raters tend to be lenient and 

inflate scores (Bol, 2011; Moers, 2005). In an attempt to understand this pattern, a 

number of explanations have been proposed. For instance, raters’ cognitive lapses (Bol, 

2011; Moers, 2005; Kane, 1994; DeCotiis & Petit, 1978), deficiencies in rating formats 

(Yun et al., 2005), the organizational context (Rosen et al., 2016; Wayne, Shore, & 

Liden, 1997; Murphy & Cleveland, 1991) and rater motivations (Sutton, Baldwin, Wood, 

& Hoffman, 2013; Pichler, 2012; Murphy & Cleveland, 1991; Longenecker, Sims, & 

Gioia, 1987) have been proposed and investigated as causes of poor rating quality. 

Rater motivation, in particular, has been argued to have a pronounced effect on 
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performance ratings. Researchers have suggested that raters may be motivated to 

inflate ratings to look like a better manager to their own superiors, and to ensure that 

their relationship with their subordinates remains intact (Rosen et al., 2016; Sutton et 

al., 2013; Pichler, 2012; Bol, 2011; Yun et al., 2005; Wayne et al., 1997; Judge & Farris, 

1993; Longenecker et al., 1987). These motivations and their outcomes may influence 

rater discretion during a performance appraisal. However, under a FDRS they may be 

altered or unobtainable. 

Under most appraisal formats, raters have discretion to use ratings to pursue 

their various motivations (Kane, 1994; Murphy & Cleveland, 1991; Longenecker et al., 

1987; DeCotiis & Petit, 1978). FDRS operate by imposing constraints on rating 

behaviour. As such, there is an opportunity for a conflict to occur between the system 

and rater motivations. This conflict between the system and rater motivations occurs 

because the format constrains raters’ discretion when deciding how to rate their 

employees. According to reactance theory (Quick, Dillard, & Shen, 2012; Dillard & 

Shen, 2005; Brehm & Brehm, 1981; Brehm, 1966), the imposition of rating freedom may 

generate negative emotional state in raters called reactance in raters. 

Reactance theory posits that if a freedom is removed from an individual, it 

creates a sense of unease, discomfort, anger, or other negative emotional reaction 

(e.g., frustration and/or aggression) that motivates the individual to remove the 

unpleasant feelings (Quick et al., 2012; Dillard & Shen, 2005; Brehm, 1966). FDRS 

work by constraining raters’ decision-making capability for assigning ratings. By doing 

so, FDRS also constrain the types of motivations that may be pursued by raters and 
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how raters would pursue them. As any number of freedoms that a rater perceives are 

reduced under a FDRS, according to reactance theory, there should be a greater 

expression of negative emotional reactions (Steindl, Jonas, Sittenthaler, Traut-

Mattausch, & Greenberg, 2015; Rains, 2013; Quick et al., 2012). The proposed 

research will investigate if, and extent to which, different constraints in a FDRS may 

generate negative emotional reaction within raters. 

1.1 Rater Motivations 

Raters are motivated by both personal and organizational pressures to 

volitionally distort their ratings by being lenient (Bol, 2011; Moers, 2005; Kane, 1994; 

Murphy & Cleveland, 1991; Longenecker et al., 1987; DeCotiis & Petit, 1978). However, 

research indicates that there are a variety of reasons as to why a rater would volitionally 

distort their ratings over pursuing accuracy in their ratings. 

Longenecker, Sims, & Gioia (1987), directly asked managers why they would 

volitionally distort their ratings. Some categorizations as to why raters would positively 

distort ratings included: the rater believing it would assist the employees’ career or 

performance; the raters’ department trying to avoid employee backlash, or to remove 

difficult employees through promotions; to assist employees who are trying their best; or 

to help the employee work through difficult times in their career when they otherwise 

would be a good performer. However, when it came to reasons why raters would 

negatively distort their ratings, they found that it was typically to punish, negatively 

encourage an increase of performance or quitting behavior, or to create records for 
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firing justification; as well, the rater may negatively distort their ratings to reduce the 

total merit employees received because of organizational edicts. This evidence supports 

the idea that rater motivations stem from both personal, and organizational contexts. 

While the Longenecker et al. study may be more antiquated due to how quickly 

business practices have changed since 1987, the study still provides rater motivations 

and their contexts, that align with results from more recent studies (Rosen et al., 2016; 

Sutton et al., 2013; Pichler, 2012). Sutton et al. (2013) performed a meta-analysis of 30 

studies that looked at the relationship between rater liking and performance ratings. 

Whereas the relationship between these two variables overlapped strongly, the 

relationship was moderated strongest by the purpose of the performance rating. Within 

the same study, the researchers also found that if the rating was used for administrative 

purposes (i.e., bonuses, promotions, etc.), then raters who liked an employee would 

assess their performance at a higher rating. When this evidence is combined with the 

results of the Longenecker et al. (1987) study, it is probable that raters who like 

employees are more motivated to distort their ratings higher because it would benefit 

the employee—most likely through their career—and increase their relationship. While 

this is probable under a regular performance appraisal system, there are unique 

functions of a FDRS that may create difficulty for this to occur, or completely prevent 

this from occurring. 
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1.2 Benefits and Criticisms of FDRS 

FDRS were a popular way to conduct performance appraisals when it was 

conceived in the 1980’s (Welch & Welch, 2005). Organizations saw it as the new way to 

increase employee productivity and quality, while removing poor performers to maintain 

employee productivity and quality (Welch & Welch, 2005). However, since the early 

2010’s, many organizations have ceased using this type of performance appraisal due 

to the drawbacks that these systems provide (Buckingham, 2013). Even with this 

decline, there are still numerous organizations across the world that still use FDRS as 

their primary appraisal method. 

The benefits that a FDRS performance appraisal can provide to an organization 

are primarily focused on differentiating and identifying the performance levels of 

individual employees, and creating a situation where raters have to be more honest in 

their scoring (Berger et al., 2013; Blume et al., 2013; Blume et al., 2009; Schleicher et 

al., 2008; Scullen et al., 2005; Guralnik et al., 2004). FDRS were popularized by Jack 

Welch, when he as CEO of General Electric (Moon et al., 2016; Welch & Welch, 2005; 

Lawler III, 2002). Welch believed that using FDRS were highly beneficial for 

organizations as it allowed the organization to remove low performing individuals and 

therefore raise the total performance of the organization (Welch & Welch, 2005). He 

also believed that these systems would provide a competitive advantage to an 

organization as their workforce becomes effectively stronger as the weakest 

components are identified and removed (Welch & Welch, 2005). This, in turn, would 
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lead to a more meritocratic organization as an employee’s skill and capabilities would 

be responsible for advancement rather factors such as nepotism or organizational 

politics (“Stack rankings,” 2019). FDRS remain a popular appraisal system with 

approximately 29% of organizations using FDRS as their main method of performance 

appraisal (Buckingham, 2013).  

Although there is evidence that supports the idea of organization-wide 

performance improvements by using FDRS (Scullen et al., 2005), there are also some 

noteworthy criticisms. Specifically, FDRS have come under criticism for their long-term 

negative performance and impact on work culture for both organizations and their 

employees (Chattopadhyay, 2017; Berger et al., 2013; Scullen et al., 2005; Guralnik et 

al., 2004; McBriarty, 1988). Some of the main criticisms are: that it fosters a competitive 

and sometimes hostile work environment (Berger et al., 2013; Guralniek et al., 2004; 

McBriarty, 1988), that it ignores other influences on rater accuracy that do not stem from 

leniency and centrality biases (Berger et al., 2013; Yun et al., 2005; Judge & Ferris, 

1993), and that FDRS only works in the short-term as turnover increases drastically as 

time goes on (Chattopadhyay, 2017; Scullen et al., 2005). These criticisms are also 

reflected within raters’ opinions of when using FDRS as well. 

Research indicates that raters who use a FDRS do not like them and find them 

difficult to use for administrative purposes (Malhotra & Mukherjee, 2013; Blume et al., 

2009; Schleicher et al., 2008; Harris 1994).  As aforementioned, raters have been 

indicated to inflate ratings to increase their appearance towards superiors, or to ensure 

that their relationships with subordinates remain intact (Rosen et al., 2016; Sutton et al., 



 

 

8 

 

2013; Pichler, 2012; Bol, 2011; Yun et al., 2005; Wayne et al., 1997; Judge & Farris, 

1993). Raters have been observed to do this through volitional rating distortions to 

ensure that their motivations’ end-goals are met (Kane, 1994; Murphy & Cleveland, 

1991; DeCotiis & Petit, 1978). However, the design of FDRS prevents raters from 

having the same capability to volitionally distort ratings freely. Due to the restriction of 

volitions, raters become more limited in what motivations they can pursue. These 

reductions to both rater motivations and discretion are reductions in the freedoms that a 

rater under a non-FDRS system would have. Therefore, it may be expected that raters 

will have uniquely negative reactions to FDRS as compared to other, less constraining, 

performance appraisal systems. 

1.3 Psychological Theory of Reactance 

The psychological theory of reactance was first proposed by Brehm (1966) as an 

explanation for an individual’s response when their freedom is threatened or lost. It 

comprises the following four elements: perceived freedom, threat to freedom, reactance, 

and restoration of freedom (Steindl et al., 2015; Rains, 2013; Quick et al., 2012). The 

theory defines a freedom is any action, emotion, or attitude that an individual may 

perform or experience (Dillard & Shen, 2005; Brehm & Brehm, 1981; Wicklund, 1974; 

Brehm, 1966). The theory posits that when individuals’ freedom is perceived to be 

threatened or lost, they will experience a negative emotional reaction (e.g., anger), and 

will become motivated to remove those unpleasant feelings (Dillard & Shen, 2005; 

Brehm, 1966). Depending on the importance of the freedom to individuals, their 
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reactions can range from annoyance to violence; however, Dillard and Shen (2005) 

were the first to put forward an intertwined model of reactance that includes anger and 

counterarguing as the two main results of reactance. This intertwined model has 

received empirical support since its conception (Quick et al., 2012; Rains, 2012; Quick 

& Kim, 2009; Quick & Considine, 2008; Quick & Stephenson, 2008, 2007; Rains & 

Turner, 2007). Using the intertwined model for reactance theory provides behaviors for 

how individuals can be motivated to remove their unpleasant feelings. 

The theory of reactance posits that the final element is the restoration of the 

constrained freedom. For that to occur, the individual experiencing reactance has two 

potential behavioral decisions to make to restore their sense of freedom: direct 

restoration or indirect restoration (Dillard & Shen, 2005). Direct restoration is when the 

individual intentionally goes against the constraint and performs the denied freedom. 

Indirect restoration is when the individual does not go against the constraint, but instead 

performs a behavior that interacts with the perceived threat that constrains the 

perceived freedom itself, rather than directly interacting with the threatened freedom. 

There are four behaviors that comprise indirect restoration: (a) the person demonstrates 

increased liking of threatened choice, (b) the person diminishes the source of threat, (c) 

the person denies that the threat exists, or (d) the person performs a different freedom 

that is not constrained to regain feeling of control and choice (Quick et al., 2012; Dillard 

& Shen, 2005). By performing either restoration, the individual will alleviate themselves 

from their current negative emotional reaction. Because reactance is based on 

individuals’ perceived freedoms, the importance of those freedoms, and how individuals 
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react to those freedoms being lost, there has been some difficulty coming to an agreed 

measurement and observation method for reactance within the literature.  

1.3.1 Measuring Reactance  

Reactance theory and its measurement/observation has had issues when 

coming to an agreement on how it should be done. After the initial conception of 

reactance in 1966 by Brehm, there was much debate as to whether it could be 

empirically measured. Since then, a trait scale has been developed named the Hong 

Psychological Reactance Scale (HPRS), and has been refined over time to measure 

reactance as a trait (i.e., an individual difference variable; Quick et al., 2012; Hong & 

Faedda, 1996; Merz, 1983). Currently within the literature, there is a debate as to 

whether reactance can be measured as a state (i.e., a short-term condition), and what 

sort of scale could be used to do so (Sittenthaler et al., 2015). While a few state 

reactance scales have been developed, one of the more prominent candidates is the 

Salzburger State Reactance (SSR) scale (Sittenthaler et al., 2015; Jonas et al., 2009). 

The scale takes a more universal approach when measuring the various factors of 

reactance, while indicating a strong positive relationship with HPRS scores.  

Because of the strong positive relationships between the SSR and the HPRS, 

this study will measure both state and trait reactance. In order to do this, the study will 

use the HPRS as the trait reactance measure, and a reduced version of the SSR to 

focus more on the experience of reactance subset. Measuring state reactance and 
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comparing it to trait reactance measures may provide additional support to determining 

whether the state version of reactance can be measured.  

1.4 Reactance and Its Relation to FDRS 

A defining characteristic of FDRS is that these formats place constraints by 

forcing certain rating distributions. The extent of constraints in FDRS may make rater 

reactance a consequence of conducting employee performance appraisals within a 

FDRS. In line with reactance theory, if raters feel that the system constrains, restricts, or 

removes their freedom to rate a ratee how they want, then reactance is expected to be 

generated, and raters will be motivated to remove that reactance feeling (Quick et al., 

2012; Rains, 2012; Dillard & Shen, 2005; Brehm, 1966). There is the perspective that 

any performance appraisal system imposes constraints on managers. That is, by 

making the appraisal mandatory, the performance appraisal system constrains 

managers in some manner. However, FDRS are unique in that the type and degree of 

constraints in FDRS are more extreme than other formats (Blume et al., 2009; Scullen 

et al., 2005; McBriarty, 1988). Other systems may guide or instruct the rater to rate in a 

certain manner; however, they do not have built in restraints that prevent the rater from 

rating how they wish and forcing them to rate ratees as higher or lower than they 

actually are. Therefore, under a FDRS raters’ motivational options may be uniquely 

constrained, alongside rater discretion as to how one would pursue their motivations.  

When discretion is lost, in accordance with reactance theory, the rater may be 

motivated to perform direct or indirect restoration to regain that freedom (Dillard & Shen, 
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2005). However, under an FDRS the choice of which restoration method raters may 

choose can also be restricted. Namely, under an FDRS, direct restoration cannot occur 

as doing so would go against the system used by the organization, leading to a possible 

reprimand from the organization. An organization’s rules and regulations for using the 

system would prevent direct restoration; therefore, only indirect restoration is possible. 

Of the four methods for indirect restoration, it is unlikely that people can like the 

threatened choice, diminish its threat, or deny that it exists. Thus, it is likely that 

performing a different freedom, that is not constrained, is the most probable to occur. 

Indeed, the literature surrounding raters and their perceptions of FDRS provides support 

that there is greater turnover and a general dislike for them (Malhotra & Mukherjee, 

2013; Blume et al., 2009; Schleicher et al., 2008; Harris 1994). As well, organizations 

that use FDRS tend to have low citizenship behavior, dysfunctional competition, 

lowered perceptions of organizational justice, and counterproductive performance 

(Moon et al., 2016; Guralnik, et al., 2004), which provides some indirect evidence that 

rater reactance to FDRS may be occurring.  

Direct evidence of rater reactance under a FDRS may be studied by looking the 

emotional response raters’ experience when completing a FDRS. Restoration has been 

linked to negative emotional responses such as: annoyance, frustration, and anger 

(Quick et al., 2012; Dillard & Shen, 2005). The greater expression of these negative 

emotional responses, the greater the importance that freedom had for that individual. 

Under an FDRS, the different constraints have the potential to influence the level of 

emotional expression depending on how much a rater sees their freedoms being 
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removed. As well, each constraint has different levels of severity—or how much they 

restrict both rater discretion, and rater’s motivational freedoms—that may also alter the 

expression of a rater’s reaction to these systems. While many constraints could exist for 

a FDRS that coincides with other performance appraisals, this study will investigate 

those that are unique to the FDRS. 

1.5 Constraints of FDRS and Rater Reactions 

In the current research, I am investigating two types of constraints that FDRS 

impose on raters and their potential to generate reactance in raters: (a) the directionality 

of forcing, which forces rater decisions away from certain performance categories due 

to being at capacity, and (b) the type of outcome tied to each category that impacts the 

ratee. Both constraints can occur within FDRS to different degrees. Advocates of FDRS 

suggest that when these two constraints combine, they allow a FDRS to be highly 

effective at differentiating between high and low performers, providing guidance for a 

reward/punishment system, and creating a feedback channel for managers (Berger et 

al., 2013; Blume et al., 2013; Blume et al., 2009; Schleicher et al., 2008; Guralnik et al., 

2004). However, each of these constraints may also uniquely generate a reactance 

response within raters. It is important to understand whether it is individual constraints, 

different combinations of these constraints, or just the presence of constraints would 

generate a negative emotional reaction in raters. In the next section, I will review these 

identified constraints and their expected connection to rater reactions. 
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1.5.1 Directionality of Forcing 

One situation that is unique to FDRS is that, at some point raters, will fill up an 

entire category with the maximum amount of ratees, but potentially perceive that one or 

more other ratees qualify for that category based on their performance. This situation 

requires the rater to decide whether to place these ratees into a higher or lower 

category than their performance would dictate. For example, in a three-category system 

the top performer category may have only one space left for a ratee, but if there are two 

ratees of equal performance who should be placed within that category, one must be 

forced into the lower category. This situation is what constitutes directionality of forcing. 

Due to the tendency that raters are more likely to be lenient in their ratings, it is 

more likely that raters will readily fill the upper categories (Berger et al., 2013; Kane, 

1994). Therefore, it is more likely that raters will have to shift ratees down performance 

categories rather than up. As well, raters tend to have prior motivations that would 

ordinarily require ratees to be near each other in performance (Rosen et al., 2016; 

Sutton et al., 2013; Pichler, 2012; Bol, 2011; Yun et al., 2005; Wayne et al., 1997; 

Judge & Farris, 1993). However, if raters are forced to place ratees in different 

performance categories due to the forced variability imposed by a FDRS, it creates an 

opportunity for reactance. This is likely due to their raters’ desires being restricted and 

therefore their freedom of discretion is reduced. Because rater freedom is reduced, 

under reactance theory, raters may feel more annoyance, frustration, or anger due to 

this loss.  
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A feeling of reactance may also be increased by the effect of being forced to rate 

an employee lower than their performance would dictate. However, if a rater does not 

differentiate between good and poor performers, then the act of forcing should have no 

effect on reactance. However, in a study by Yun et al. (2005) there is evidence that 

raters are not lenient towards poor performers during performance appraisals. This is 

because the raters recognized that the ratee was already performing unacceptably and 

did not deserve to have a higher rating (Yun et al., 2005). Therefore, it is likely raters 

differentiate between good and poor performers rather than being lenient to all ratees. 

This may indicate that if a ratee is forced to a performance category that their 

performance does not normally dictate, this may compromise a rater’s tendencies to be 

lenient towards non-poor performers as raters recognize poor performance and retain 

that rating. Because of this tendency for leniency to be compromised and further 

disrupted by a FDRS, more negative reactions may be generated due to the 

requirements of a FDRS forcing raters to go against these tendencies. 

Hypothesis 1: When raters are forced to place ratees into performance 

categories that their performance would not normally dictate, raters will express 

greater amounts of negative reactions (i.e., anger, frustration, and annoyance) 

compared to when raters are not forced to place ratees in performance 

categories. 
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1.5.2 Types of Ratee Outcome 

When a performance appraisal is used for administrative purposes, the final 

ratings are typically used for promotion, monetary rewards (i.e., bonuses), or other 

employee outcomes (Berger et al., 2013; Schleicher et al., 2008; Scullen et al., 2005). 

Under this context, ratings can have direct consequences for employees receiving the 

rating. A notorious outcome of FDRS systems can be that employees who fall in the 

lowest performance category get dismissed from the organization (i.e., “rank and yank”; 

(Berger et al., 2013; Scullen et al., 2005). Due to both the number of categories, and the 

potential forcing of ratees into lower performance categories, FDRS can create 

scenarios in which ratees who are normally not within that low performance category 

are still placed within that category. For example: in a three-category system, if a rater 

has a ratee of average performance and they cannot be placed in either the high or 

average category levels, they must instead be forced to place a potentially average 

performing ratee into the low performance category. This would result in that ratee’s 

dismissal from the organization--even though their performance would normally be 

deemed to be acceptable by the organization’s standards. Because of this potential 

situation, the rater is, in effect, being forced to dismiss an employee that would not 

normally be dismissed. Conversely, a rater may be forced to place a ratee in a 

monetary bonus category instead. In this situation a rater is effectively being forced to 

award a bonus that would not have been awarded had it not been for the forcing. 

When connecting to reactance theory, the different types of outcomes for a ratee 

may coincide with the first two steps of reactance theory: how a freedom is perceived 
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and the threat to that freedom (Steindl et al., 2015; Rains, 2013; Quick et al., 2012). 

Different freedoms hold different levels of importance in a person’s perceptions. This 

level of importance affects how strong of a reaction one may have due to the 

comparable feeling of reactance that the individual would feel to the threat of that 

freedom being removed/blocked. If a rater feels that dismissal is far too strong a 

punishment for low performers than a small monetary bonus, then they may feel 

constrained in their freedom to prevent a ratee from reaching that category due to the 

forcing criteria of a FDRS. The difference between a small monetary bonus and 

dismissal is one of severity, and how a rater perceives that severity as they conduct the 

appraisal. Whether the rater determines that dismissal is a more severe consequence 

than a minimal bonus will determine the expression of their reactions and how it affects 

them. 

Under reactance theory, one potential explanation for why a rater may perceive 

dismissal as the more severe outcome can be found in indirect restoration (Quick et al., 

2012; Dillard & Shen, 2005). One of the behavioral options to alleviate reactance is 

through liking the threatened choice. In this situation, the rater would have to like 

dismissing a ratee, or to like giving a smaller monetary bonus, in order to rid themselves 

of their reactance. Arguably, it is easier to like giving a person a lower bonus rather than 

dismissing them from the organization. The comparative ease of withholding a bonus 

compared to dismissal may generate less of a negative reaction from raters. Therefore, 

it is more probable that raters will express greater negative reactions when having to 
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dismiss a ratee in situations where the ratee would normally not be dismissed as the 

rater is less capable of liking their decision.  

Hypothesis 2: As the type of outcome becomes more severe (i.e., miniscule 

bonus to dismissal), there will be greater degree of negative reactions (i.e., anger, 

frustration, and annoyance) expressed by raters. 

1.5.3 Constraint Interactions and Reactance Moderation 

The former hypotheses presented indicate how each constraint will influence a 

rater’s reaction uniquely. However, as these constraints all occur at the same time, the 

potential for there to be interactions between them are plausible. If the previous 

hypotheses are supported, it is possible that when constraints are used in tandem, they 

create an additive or possibly multiplicative effect on the generation of negative 

reactions expressed by the rater. The proposed study will perform exploratory analyses 

for the potential interactions between the different constraint combinations to determine 

if any interactions are present.  

 Along with the potential for the interactions, there is a potential for an individual’s 

trait reactance to moderate their relationship between the different constraints and their 

reactions. This will also be looked at in an exploratory way instead of a formal 

hypothesis. 
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1.5.4 Perceived Difficulty and FDRS 

When a FDRS is used for administrative purposes, it has been found that they 

become difficult for the rater to use (Schleicher et al., 2008). In a study performed by 

Schleicher et al. (2008), they looked at raters’ reactions to FDRS in which they found 

that raters perceived a FDRS to be more difficult to use when the final ratings were to 

be used only for administrative purposes (i.e., career outcomes), but not for 

developmental purposes (i.e., training and research). The two main reasons why raters 

found it more difficult were that they recognized that they may not have the confidence 

in providing sufficient feedback to ratees, and that they were unsure of their self-efficacy 

in future use of the system. Both of these reasons fall within the three main functions of 

a performance appraisal—specifically to provide feedback and to provide information for 

future job assignments and compensation (Levinson, 2014). However, the constraints to 

raters’ freedoms under a FDRS may provide additional insight as to why raters perceive 

them to be difficult for administrative purposes. 

Within the decision-making literature, when an individual making a decision is 

accountable to the outcome rather than the process, they tend to perceive the choice to 

be more difficult no matter the attractiveness of either option (Zhang & Mittal, 2005). In 

the case of a rater under a FDRS, since a rater’s discretion becomes more restricted 

due to the organization’s guidelines, then the process by which raters are able to assign 

ratings is no longer fully in their control. If this is the case, then a rater’s discretion may 

be skewed towards their accountability to the outcome rather than the process itself. If a 

rater has to decide whether to place a ratee into a category that would get them 
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dismissed from the organization when the rater is aware that the ratee is more of 

average performance, then the perceived difficulty of a FDRS may increase. However, 

the motivation for a rater and how they decide to place their ratees into each category 

has to be taken into consideration. 

 Rater motivation’s stems from a variety of different factors within an organization 

ranging from organizational politics (Rosen et al., 2016), rater-ratee and LMX 

relationships (Pichler, 2012; Bol, 2011; Yun et al., 2005; Wayne et al., 1997; Judge & 

Farris, 1993), and rater liking (Sutton et al., 2013). As discussed previously however, 

raters tend to be more lenient with their ratings when they are used for administrative 

purposes (Levy & Williams, 2004; Murphy & Cleveland, 1991). As well, under an FDRS, 

the ability for raters to rate leniently is removed. This may lead to some motivational 

outcomes that a rater once was able to achieve to be inaccessible or restricted to 

achieve under a FDRS. This reduction or removal of motivations causes raters to 

reassess their motivations by either adopting new motivations that they can attain under 

an FDRS or reconfiguring old motivations to better match the new system. This potential 

change in a rater’s motivations may affect the perception of a FDRS difficulty level. If a 

rater’s main motivations align with providing sufficient feedback to the ratee as 

supported by Schleicher et al.’s (2008) findings, then reducing/removing motivations 

that allow sufficient feedback to occur may increase a rater’s difficulty perception. The 

constraints imposed by a FDRS may prevent raters from being able to provide sufficient 

feedback to a ratee since the constraints can remove volitional decisions from the rater. 

For example, if a rater is forced to place an average performing candidate from multiple 
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similar performing candidates into the low performance category resulting in their 

dismissal, then the rater has to create a sufficient justification for that result when 

questioned by the employee. This burden placed on the rater to create a sufficient 

feedback response may generate difficulty to the entire performance appraisal process 

that they then perceive. Therefore, the following hypotheses are put forward.  

Hypothesis 3a: As the type of outcome becomes more severe (i.e., dismissal 

instead of a bonus) in a FDRS, the perceived difficulty of the system from a 

rater’s perspective will increase. 

Hypothesis 3b: Raters who are forced to place ratees into performance 

categories that their performance would not normally dictate will perceive FDRS 

as more difficult when compared to raters who are not forced to place ratees in 

performance categories. 

1.6 Summary 

The proposed study will examine the impact that two constraints of a FDRS 

(severity of outcome and direction of the forcing) have on the raters’ reactions and 

difficulty perceptions. I will test these hypotheses using a modified policy capturing 

approach. 
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2 Method 

2.1 Research Design 

Traditionally, policy capturing is used in order to uncover an individual’s decision-

making process (Aiman-Smith, Scullen, & Bar, 2002; Karren & Barringer, 2002; Zedeck, 

1977); however, the current study adapted a policy capturing approach in order to look 

at reactions generated from a rater’s decision-making process. Much like a traditional 

policy capturing model, cues were manipulated between scenarios to simulate semi-

realistic decisions that the participant would have to consider and make. Rather than 

studying how their decisions were influenced by the cues, this study measured 

participant reactions to the outcome of their decisions (measured via a short self-report 

questionnaire). These reactions to their decisions were then regressed onto various cue 

manipulations to examine the hypotheses. Care was taken to ensure that the reaction 

questions participants answered were focused on their decisions rather than the cues 

themselves to ensure that participants were more candid and less biased to be socially 

correct with their responses. In order to generate these reactions, 8 unique scenario 

activities were designed based upon the number of cues being manipulated. 

2.1.1 Scenario Design and Procedure 

The study used a 2 (type of outcome: miniscule bonus vs. dismissal) x 4 

(directionality of forcing: down forcing, up forcing, balanced forcing, no forcing) design 

with a single repeated scenario, yielding a total of 8 scenarios in a fully randomized 
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order, in addition to one repeated scenario. The repeated scenario tested for 

consistency and reliability measures. The general structure of each scenario included: a 

short description of the scenario, a diagram mirroring the description, employee 

information for the activity, the activity itself, and finally, questions to measure state 

reactance levels (see Appendix A). 

Each scenario began with a short descriptive paragraph that contained the cues 

for that particular scenario (see Appendix B). Within each scenario paragraph there 

were two cues: the first was the type of restriction on the number of employees per 

category (i.e., whether there was forcing, or no forcing), and the outcome of placing an 

employee in each category (i.e., miniscule bonus, or dismissal). As well, a diagram 

showing a normal distribution curve with all of the cue information on it is presented as a 

quick visual reference. After the description paragraph and diagram, participants were 

shown the list of 10 employee names with employee performance ratings next to each 

name.  

Employee names were selected from a list of top male and female names in the 

United States (Social Security, 2020). To ensure that there was no potential for bias 

based on the name of an employee, all employee names chosen in the same scenario 

were of the same sex. The sex of the names was rotated between scenarios to ensure 

that within the eight unique scenarios, four scenarios would be entirely male names, 

and four scenarios would be entirely female names. Five performance ratings were 

used to indicate the perceived “true” performance of the employees listed, and were 

based on the performance measures used by the University of California, Davis’s HR 



 

 

24 

 

department which were “expectations not met”, “some expectations met”, “fully achieved 

expectations”, “exceeded expectations”, and “exceptional” (Corkery, 2020). The 

perceived “true” performance ratings were told to the participant through a short initial 

paragraph that indicated this was the performance the participant would have observed 

if they were employed in their fictional position. The definitions for each rating were also 

provided during each scenario to ensure the activity would be done appropriately. Both 

the employee’s name and their rating were used for the sorting activity portion. 

Participants were required to complete a forced distribution rating of each 

fictional employee in the scenarios. The forced distribution ratings involved having the 

participant place each of the 10 employees into three separate performance categories: 

low, average, or high performers. The forced distribution curves in the scenarios were 

modelled off a ratio of 1:7:2. This ratio is used in the Vitality Curve where 10% of 

employees are in the lowest category, 70% are in the middle category, and 20% are in 

the highest category and is one of the more common ratios used in forced distribution 

systems (Welch & Welch, 2005). After each sorting activity, participants were required 

to answer a short questionnaire containing a total of 11 items. These final questions 

measured state reactance and difficulty perception. 

2.1.2 Type of outcome cues and manipulations 

The type of outcome cues was manipulated using two levels: the employee 

placed within the lowest performer category received a $10 bonus (less severe 

outcome), or the employee placed within the lowest performer category would be 
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dismissed from the organization (severe outcome). The type of outcome cues for the 

average ($500 bonus) and high performer ($1000 bonus) categories remained constant 

between each scenario. 

2.1.3 Directionality of forcing cues and manipulation 

The directionality of forcing manipulation used the perceived “true” performance 

ratings that were attached to employee names in each scenario. By manipulating the 

level of the ratings, the number of employees that can fit into a single category with 

similar ratings increases/decreases although the limit of that category remains the 

same. This creates situations where those categories now must be emptied or filled by 

employees whose perceived “true” performance would normally not be placed there 

(e.g., Having to place an employee with the “fully achieved expectations” label into the 

low performer category because there are 8 people with that label but only space for 7 

in the average category). To achieve all of the potential combinations for this effect, the 

directionality of forcing cues were manipulated on four levels: force lower, force higher, 

force equal, and no forcing. The level of “force lower” forced participants to sort higher 

than average rated employees into lower categories than their performance would 

dictate. The level of “force higher” forced participants to sort lower than average rated 

employees into higher categories than their performance would dictate. The level of 

“force equal” forced participants to sort employees into their exact performance 

category ending with a perfect 1:7:2 performance ratio without the need to force an 

employee up or down a category. The “no force” variable occurred when participants 

were able to freely sort employees into any category they wished with no further 
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restrictions. It also used the same employee ratings as the force equal version to 

determine whether participants would be more lenient with their ratings as it occurs 

within the literature (Berger, Harbring, & Sliwka, 2013; Bol, 2011; Blume et al., 2009; 

Schleicher et al., 2008; Kane, 1994). 

2.2 Participants 

 Data were collected using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform (MTurk; Amazon, 

2011). As of 2019, the platform had approximately 250,000 active users, with the 

majority being from the United Stated of America (Robinson, Rosenzweig, Moss, & 

Litman, 2019). The platform allows users to perform tasks called HITs in return for 

compensation. In the initial recruitment posting, participants were told that they had to 

have been in a manager/supervisor role at some point in their careers to participate. 

This is because this study requires that participants have had experience in conducting 

performance appraisals for more realistic reactions to the manipulations in the study. 

Participants were also required to have the “Job Function: Management” option 

selected on their working account in order to see and apply for the HIT. This was done 

to reduce the potential number of participants who may not meet the required 

participation criteria. Participants were told that the study should take approximately 20-

25 minutes to complete and were compensated $2.00 USD upon completion of the 

study. The study was approved by the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board 

under the research line “Understanding rater perceptions of forced distribution 

performance appraisals” (REB #: 21-04-004). 



 

 

27 

 

Participants were recruited over 4 batches, the initial two batches consisted of 20 

recruitment spots each, and the last two batches consisted of 80 recruitment spots each 

for a total of 200 potential recruitment spots. Originally the “Masters” designation was 

required for participants on top of the “Job Function: Management” requirement, 

however with both in place only one person applied and completed the study. The 

“Masters” designation was then removed as a requirement in following waves due to its 

rarity in the MTurk population, and minimal differences to a non-designated sample 

(Rouse, 2019). With these restrictions in place, 190 participants completed the survey. 

An attention check was conducted to ensure that participants were both attentive 

during the scenarios, and that their reactions were more genuine for a more accurate 

data set. This was done by comparing the top and bottom performers names from the 

employee list for each scenario, and making sure that the majority of those names were 

placed into their proper performance category by the participant for each scenario. 

Participants were excluded from the final data set if they randomly placed names in 

categories for the scenario activities (attention check), if they repeated the study in 

future batch waves, and if they indicated that they have not conducted a performance 

appraisal. After these exclusions, there was a final sample of N = 120 participants who 

completed the study.  

Participants were between the ages of 24 and 65 (Mage = 37.88, SDage = 10.05), 

and of these participants, 63 identified as men, 56 as women, and 1 as non-binary. 88% 

of participants were in full-time positions, 7.5% were in part-time positions, and 4.2% 

were self-employed. As well, the majority of participants were from the United States of 
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America (68%), India (14%), or of unknown origin (6%), and the remaining participants 

originated from a few different countries located in Europe, South America, and the 

Middle East (12%). The majority of participants had used multiple forms of performance 

appraisal experience during their career. Of the 120 participants, the most common 

performance appraisal that managers used was Management by Objectives (69%), with 

360-Degree Feedback being the second most common (29%), followed by Assessment 

Centers (23%), Cost Accounting (21%), Behaviorally Anchored Rating Scales (18%), 

and finally Psychological Appraisals (16%). Interestingly, 27% of the participants have 

had experience conducting a FDRS through either a Forced Distribution/Vitality Curve 

(9%), and/or Stacked Ranking (18%) performance appraisal. 

2.3 Measures 

 Data collection was conducted electronically through an online survey. The 

survey used the Qualtrics software for both creation and dissemination (Qualtrics, 

Provo, UT). After giving consent on the survey itself, participants completed a 

demographics questionnaire asking for general information such as age, gender, 

educational attainment, and general work experience; as well as, questions relating to 

the work experience with performance appraisals, and the types of appraisals that the 

participant has worked with in the past. After the demographic questions, participants 

completed a trait reactance scale (HPRS; Hong & Faedda, 1996). After the trait 

reactance, the final portion of the survey tasked participants to complete a sorting task 

for nine scenarios and respond with their reactions to completing the task after each 
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scenario. After removing outliers above 90 minutes, participants took approximately an 

average of 29.16 minutes to complete the study (SDtime = 16.59). Data collection took 

place over a three-week time window during which participants could join and complete 

the survey. The first two batches lasted approximately four days each, with the final two 

batches lasting a week each. 

2.3.1 Trait Reactance 

 Trait reactance was measured using the revised version of the HPRS by Hong 

and Faedda (1996). It is an 11-item scale measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale 

ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). The HPRS is comprised of 

four constructs that specific questions load on with each construct representing a 

fraction of reactance as a whole (Quick et al., 2012; Hong & Faedda, 1996). In order to 

provide an accurate comparison to state reactance, I computed an average score of all 

11 items on the scale for each participant. This was an appropriate method for analysis 

as second order unidimensionality does occur when all four first order factors combine 

(Shen & Dillard, 2005). Example items on the scale include “I consider advice from 

others to be an intrusion” and “I find contradicting others stimulating”. The HRPS 

indicated high levels of internal consistency (α = 0.77; Hong & Faedda, 1996). When 

using the HPRS for my study, results indicated reliable levels of internal consistency (α 

= 0.88). 
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2.3.2 State Reactance 

State reactance was measured with three items. Participants were asked to 

indicate the extent to which they felt “Annoyed”, “Frustrated”, and “Angry”. These 

adjectives were chosen based on the Salzburger State Reactance Scale (SSRS), a 19-

item scale to measure state reactance (Sittenthaler et al., 2015). All responses were 

measured along a five-point scale with 1 representing “not at all”, 2 representing “to a 

small extent”, 3 representing “to some extent”, 4 representing “to a moderate extent”, 

and 5 representing “to a great extent”. I combined the three state reactance scores into 

a single score because within the literature, these three measures are indicative of 

reactance (Quick et al., 2012; Dillard & Shen, 2005; Brehm & Brehm, 1981; Brehm, 

1966). There was very high internal consistency for these items (α = 0.96). 

2.3.3 Distractor Items 

Six distractor questions were added to make it difficult for participants to identify 

the emotional response being studied and reduce the possibility of demand 

characteristics. The six distractor responses were: “Pleased”, “Proud”, “Happy”, “Guilty”, 

“Sad”, and “Positive”. The responses were measured on the same scale as the state 

reactance measures.  
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2.3.4 Perceived Difficulty 

Perceived difficulty was measured using a single question (“After sorting the 

employees in the above task, to what extent do the following statements apply to your 

current feelings?”), with two statements (“I found this difficult to rate”, and “I found this 

fair to rate”). Both statements were rated on the same scale as the state reactance 

measures, from 1 (“not at all”), to 5 (“to a great extent”). There was high internal 

consistency of the perceived difficulty item (α = 0.87). 

2.4 Analyses 

The hypotheses were tested using a multilevel regression approach with the 

lme4 package (Bates, Mächler, Bolker, Walker, 2015) in R. The data were separated 

into two levels. Level 1 variables included all within-person measures which were the 

perceived difficulty response, the state reactance measures (annoyed, frustrated, angry) 

which were combined into a single average, and the five scenario manipulations (type of 

outcome, upward forcing, downward forcing, balanced forcing, and no forcing). Level 2 

variables included all between-person measures which were the demographic 

questions, past experience with performance appraisals, and trait reactance measures. 

Table 1 presents the fit indices for each variable in conjunction with the fixed and 

random effect null models. Of these the state reactance combined score has the best fit 

indices of the four null models, indicating that the combined state reactance score had 

better model fit than having each measure by itself. In order to measure the effect of the 

different manipulations on reactance, they were dummy coded into the analyses. For 
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the direction of forcing manipulation, the no-forcing variable was chosen to be the 

reference variable. When a specific type of forcing condition was present (i.e., up, down, 

or balanced), a “0” represented it was absent, and a “1” represented it was present for 

that scenario. For the type of outcome manipulation, a “0” represented a bonus, and a 

“1” represented dismissal. 

In order to examine test-retest reliability for the measures used, the second 

scenario that participants completed was repeated as a ninth scenario. A Pearson 

correlation for the state reactance responses between the two scenarios was performed 

to identify if responses deviated between these repeated scenarios. The results indicate 

that there is acceptable reliability between participant responses (r = 0.73, p = .00, 95% 

CI [0.63, 0.80]) for these two scenarios (Karren & Barringer, 2002). 

For the exploratory analyses, trait reactance was a Level 2 predictor of Level 1 

state reactance. It is important to note that for the purposes of analyses, trait reactance 

was computed by averaging the total score a participant received on the HPRS. All of 

the between-participant measures were treated as Level 2 variables for the purposes of 

analysis. Interaction effects were looked at between all of the Level 1 manipulations on 

both perceived difficulty and state reactance. The moderation effect of trait reactance on 

the within-person relationship between state reactance and the different manipulations 

was explored. As well, age, gender, and years conducting performance appraisals were 

explored as Level 2 predictors of Level 1 state reactance and perceived difficulty. The 

years conducting performance appraisal variable and participant age were grand mean 

centered for better interpretation in analysis. Other variables were not centered either 
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for being categorical in nature, or for all being on the same scale level. For all analyses, 

restricted maximum likelihood estimation was used. 

2.5 Results 

Prior to hypothesis testing, both within- and between-person variance 

components were examined for both state reactance and difficulty. From the ICC1 

values reported in Table 2a, within-person variability was 51% for state reactance and 

65% for difficulty. This suggests that both measures had moderate within and between 

person variance (Koo & Li, 2016). A Pearson correlation was also examined between 

state reactance expression and difficulty perception to determine if there was a 

relationship between the two predictors. The correlation indicates that there is a 

moderate positive relationship (r = 0.64, p = .00, 95% CI [0.60, 0.68]) between state 

reactance expression and difficulty perception. 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that raters who were forced to place ratees into 

categories that their performance would not normally dictate would have greater level of 

reactance when compared to raters who were not forced. Results indicate partial 

support for the hypothesis with state reactance being higher for scenarios where raters 

had to shift ratees down (γ01 = 0.99, p = .00), and up (γ02 = 0.77, p = .00) categories 

they did not belong in, but not when balanced shifting was present (γ03 = 0.04, p = 0.36). 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that the more severe an outcome a category has for the 

ratee (i.e., from a bonus to dismissal), the greater the degree of reactance should be 
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expressed by the rater. This hypothesis was not supported (γ04 = 0.05, p = 0.07). Table 

3 summarizes the results of H1 and H2. 

Hypothesis 3a and 3b both predicted that perceived difficulty would be higher as 

outcomes became more severe (H3a), and when raters were forced to place ratees in 

performance categories that their performance did not dictate (H3b). H3a was not 

supported (γ04 = 0.02, p = 0.66). As well, H3b was partially supported in that difficulty 

perception increased when participants were forced to place ratees in lower (γ01 = 1.21, 

p = .00), or higher (γ02 = 0.87, p = .00) categories than their performance dictated. 

However, there was no support for the balanced forcing condition (γ03 = -0.02, p = 0.71). 

Table 4 summarizes the results of H3a and H3b. 

2.5.1 Exploratory Analyses 

2.5.1.1 Interactions Between Manipulations 

Within-level interaction effects between the groups and levels of scenario 

manipulations (i.e., forcing directions and types of outcomes) were investigated. As 

seen in Tables 5, all three interactions between each type of forcing direction and 

outcome type were not supported by the data for state reactance (γ05 = -0.003, p = 0.97; 

γ06 = -0.09, p = 0.24; γ07 = -0.08, p = 0.30). As seen in Table 6, the same results 

occurred for the interactions when looking at perceived difficulty (γ05 = -0.17, p = 0.18; 

γ06 = 0.03, p = 0.84; γ07 = -0.18, p = 0.16). 
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2.5.1.2 Interactions Between Trait Reactance and Constraints Predicting State 

Reactance 

I also tested cross level interactions between trait reactance and the 

manipulations. Table 2b shows the cross level-correlations between trait reactance, and 

other Level 2 variables that were investigated including: the number of years the rater 

conducted performance appraisals (r = -0.18, p = .00), age (r = -0.26, p = .00), and 

gender (r = 0.00, p = 0.98). Table 7 displays the cross-level effects of trait reactance. As 

a Level 2 fixed effect, trait reactance does indicate a cross-level effect on state 

reactance as a predictor (γ10 = 0.79, p = .00). When looking at the cross-level 

interactions between trait reactance and the Level 1 scenario manipulations, the pattern 

remains consistent with the previous hypotheses. Trait reactance and its potential 

moderation between the relationship of state reactance and the manipulations indicates 

that forcing ratees both down (γ11 = -0.63, p = .00), and up (γ12 = -0.50, p = .00) 

categories indicates a cross-level effect. As well, as seen in Figures 1 & 2, individuals 

with low trait reactance levels have a greater change in elevated state reactance levels 

than individuals with high trait reactance levels. This interaction in conjunction with the 

evidence seen in Figures 1 & 2, indicates that trait reactance may moderate the 

relationship between forcing ratees up and down categories. However, much like with 

previous hypotheses, shifting in both directions (γ13 = -0.06, p = 0.32) and the type of 

outcome (γ14 = -0.02, p = 0.59) were not supported. This result is also reflected when 

looking at Figures 3 and 4. 
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2.5.1.3 Other Exploratory Analyses 

Participant age, gender, and years conducting performance appraisals were 

investigated in relation to their effect on both state reactance and difficulty perception. 

Age (γ20 = -0.004, p = 0.59; γ20 = 0.009, p = 0.31), and gender (γ30 = -0.25, p = 0.11; γ30 

= -0.15, p = 0.35) did not indicate support for effecting both state reactance and difficulty 

perception. The data also suggests that the years of experience conducting 

performance appraisals has no support for effecting either state reactance expression 

or difficulty perception (γ40 = 0.009, p = 0.53; γ40 = 0.02, p = 0.15). 

3 Discussion & Future Directions 

This study sought to examine rater reactions to FDRSs, the impact that different 

constraints from FDRSs have on the expression of those potential reactions, and 

whether those same constraints altered a rater’s difficulty perception for conducting 

FDRSs. Of the hypotheses, and all of the exploratory analyses that were conducted, the 

results support that forcing both down and up categories unidirectionally tend to 

generate higher levels of state reactance and perceived difficulty for raters when 

compared to balanced forcing, and no forcing conditions. However, no support was 

observed for different types of outcomes for both state reactance and difficulty 

perception. As well, there was no support for the indication of interactions between the 

various FDRS scenario manipulations for both state reactance and perceived difficulty. 

However, there was indication of a potential moderation effect of trait reactance on state 

reactance, but only for the downward and upward forcing conditions.  
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3.1 Reactance and Forcing 

As partially predicted, forcing raters to place ratees in a category that does not 

reflect their normal performance generated a reactance response in raters. The 

exception being the balanced forcing condition which did not indicate any support. The 

unidirectional findings are consistent with the literature that indicates that raters tend to 

be lenient in their ratings (Berger et al., 2013; Kane, 1994), and the forceful deviation 

from that tendency constrains a rater’s freedom, thereby generating reactance. If the act 

of forcing generates reactance within raters, then it is possible that it is not just a 

leniency tendency, but rather that the act of having decisions being forced upon a rater 

is too constraining to their freedom thereby generating reactance regardless of the 

direction. The counter to this evidence would be that the balanced forcing condition was 

not supported; however, this may have been the design of the study that diminished a 

reaction from occurring. 

Unlike the other forcing conditions, due to the number of “ratees” that the 

participant had to place within categories, and the limits on the categories themselves, 

the number of ratees that could be forced in both directions at the same time were more 

limited when compared to the number that could be forced in a single direction. The 

design only allowed one ratee to be forced down a category, and one to be forced up 

when the balanced condition was presented. In comparison, forcing in a single direction 

could allow three individuals being forced upward or downward. There is the potential 

that the strength of the manipulation for the balanced condition was not comparable to 
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that of the other forcing conditions due to less individuals being forced in the same 

direction. This should be remedied in future studies by increasing the amount of “ratees” 

in the total scenario pool, as well as altering the ratios to compensate for larger amounts 

of ratees. This should allow a stronger manipulation to occur, as well as, providing 

potential support as to whether the balanced condition actually has an effect on both 

reactance and difficulty perception. 

3.2 Reactance and Types of Outcomes 

Although against predictions, the type of outcome hypotheses was not supported 

by the data. I predicted that having to dismiss someone who doesn’t deserve it, versus 

giving them a miniscule monetary bonus would generate more reactance and perceived 

difficulty in a rater because it prevents their discretion on whether the individual actually 

should be fired or not. However, the lack of rater reaction to the type of outcome may be 

explained by Yun et al.’s (2005) study findings in which raters were not lenient towards 

low performing employees. Even if an employee is qualified to be placed within the 

average category, then it may be probable that their performance is almost at an 

acceptable threshold for the rater that placing them into a lower category is similar to 

not being lenient to a regular non-performer. If this is the case, then it is possible that 

the similar reactance levels between the two types of outcomes can occur. In the 

present study, raters did not generate more reactance when dismissing employees than 

when they give them a miniscule monetary bonus. Another explanation as to why there 
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was no effect for the types of outcome variable may come from a limitation in this 

study’s design. 

The design of this study, and policy capturing studies in general, was to create 

realistic scenarios for participants to go through in order to capture a realistic response 

(Aiman-Smith et al., 2002). Because of this, the design of this study has higher internal 

validity than external. The results themselves may not be generalizable outside of this 

study as there are far more variables involved in performance rating decisions than 

presented in this study (e.g., Rater-ratee relationships, or organization politics and 

rules). Therefore, the results of this study should be taken as more of a representation 

of the core systems of a FDRS, rather than what reactions/perceived difficulty may 

occur within an actual workplace situation. When it comes to the types of outcomes and 

why they may have had no effect ties into the low external validity argument as well. 

Within an organization there are many variables that are outside of a researcher’s 

control, and are near impossible to replicate in a controlled environment. Many of the 

variables affect how raters perceive their relationships with their ratees. Anything from 

organizational politics (Rosen et al., 2016), to rater-ratee and LMX relationships 

(Pichler, 2012; Bol, 2011, Yun et al., 2005; Wayne et al., 1997; Judge & Farris, 1993), 

and rater liking (Sutton et al., 2013) are all variables that cannot be replicated easily, or 

at all. Since the scenarios were designed with a lack of these “human” variables, there 

is a strong likelihood that the participant rater felt no attachment to the fake “employees” 

provided in each scenario. This lack of attachment to the outcomes of these 

“employees” may be why no effect was measured for both reactance and perceived 
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difficulty. Raters tend to be more lenient with their administrative decisions because 

they still want to present their best work appearances to their ratees (Levy & Williams, 

2004; Murphy & Cleveland, 1991). But the current study cannot account for this due to 

its design. Future research should add more external validity to the research by either 

having an experimental simulated scenario with actors or with detailed vignettes, or an 

actual work sample at an organization that uses FDRSs. 

3.3 Perceived Difficulty 

Hypothesis 3b only indicated partial support for downward and upward forcing 

effects on perceived difficulty. The balanced forcing, no forcing, and outcome conditions 

did not indicate any support from the data. As explained in a study by Schleicher et al. 

(2008), perceived difficulty may increase because raters cannot explain their end 

decision for feedback purposes. So, when they are forced to place someone in a 

category that their performance does not dictate, they are unable to justify their decision 

appropriately to their ratees, and this creates an increase in the difficulty of their overall 

decisions. As well, exploring the relationship between both perceived difficulty and state 

reactance indicates that there may be a moderate positive connection between both 

variables. Therefore, it may be possible that there is a potential psychological reason 

rather than a practical one as to why FDRSs increase perceived difficulty in raters. If the 

constraining of freedoms occurs within raters for the same reasons as reactance, then 

perhaps there is a mix-up in emotional responses and they assess their 

annoyance/frustration/anger as difficulty. For example, if forcing is viewed as 
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constraining a raters’ freedom to provide sufficient feedback, then they may perceive 

the task as more difficult and then become frustrated from it, or the opposite may occur 

where they become frustrated which causes them to perceive the task as more difficult. 

Further investigation into this potential alternative explanation could provide alternative 

explanations for both reactance theory and perceived task difficulty. 

3.4 Exploratory Questions Discussion 

I conducted exploratory analyses to look at potential interactions between the 

different FDRS constraints, and whether trait reactance may moderate any relationships 

involving state reactance. In regards to the interactions, the data does not support that 

the type of outcome and the direction of forcing interact with one another. However, this 

may be due to the ineffectiveness of the type of outcome to generate any feeling of 

reactance/difficulty perception due to the study design. As for the moderation of trait 

reactance on state reactance, only downward and upward forcing showed a potential 

moderation. The most interesting results for these findings are presented in Figures 1 

and 2 where forcing occurs, the low trait reactance participants show almost the same 

levels of state reactance as high trait reactance individuals when no forcing occurs. This 

state and trait reactance relationship may be explained as individuals with low trait 

reactance having to make decisions that are more outside of their expectations. 

Perhaps, individuals with high trait reactance are more accustomed to having their state 

reactance increased as it is almost expected due to their predisposition. However, when 

someone with low trait reactance has to make a constrained decision, it almost 
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amplifies their state reactance levels as it is not as expected and potentially far more 

frustrating to them. Further investigations should regard the relationship between trait 

and state reactance as it is less understood within the literature as a whole (Sittenthaler 

et al., 2015). 

Theoretically, understanding more about reactance and its potential as an 

explanation for not only difficulty perception, but also for reasons why FDRSs are 

disliked within rater groups, may expand the current trend in both the reactance and 

FDRS literature. To the reactance literature, the use of reactance theory in the field of 

performance appraisals deviates from external explanations for raters’ mental states, 

and instead focuses more on the internal factors that affect raters’ mental states when 

making impactful decisions that affect others. Focusing on the various constraints and 

their impact on raters allows for an alternative perspective that compounds with what is 

currently supported within the performance appraisal literature. As well, comparing both 

trait and state reactance generated across multiple scenarios will lend support to the 

reactance literature as state reactance is still under study as to whether it is a plausible 

measure (Sittenhaler et al., 2015). As for difficulty perception, this study provides 

additional evidence to the existing evidence provided by Schleicher et al. (2008), with 

the addition of increased specificity in what particular sections of FDRSs themselves 

make them more difficult for raters. 

Practically, the results of this study may provide benefits for organizations that still 

use FDRSs. Raters are not as well researched as other aspects of the performance 

appraisal literature; nevertheless, they are an integral part of any performance 
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appraisal. By understanding the potential mechanisms that affect raters’ psychology, it 

may be possible to lower any potential turnover or performance issues that currently 

occur. In regard to its results, by understanding what parts of a FDRS generate the 

greatest negative reactions in raters, and the severity of these constraints on the 

generation of these negative reactions, alternative recommendations can be made to 

assist in alleviating these negative emotional reactions. By alleviating these reactions, it 

is possible that employee turnover under FDRSs can be reduced. The results of this 

study may also provide additional understanding for some organizations to move away 

from FDRSs as their focal performance appraisal method for administrative purposes 

due to the potential negative emotional burden that they cause. It is also probable that 

raters using other performance appraisal systems with restrictive methods may be 

experiencing similar difficulties due to the reactance and difficulty responses indicated 

by this study. These can then be identified and either modified or removed to lessen 

both reactance responses and difficulty perception. 

3.5 Population Limitation 

Although Amazon’s MTurk allows for easy access to participants across the 

globe, like with anonymous online surveys, there is no guarantee that the individual who 

is responding to the study is being truthful or attentive in their responses. As well, there 

is the potential that the respondent is not engaged with the study and may be 

desensitized to the process due to having done potentially hundreds of these online 

surveys. While the latter point cannot be controlled as easily by myself as a researcher, 
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I performed my due diligence to ensure that the responses were as accurate as 

possible. Multiple attention checks and responses that were required to be included in 

the final data set were added to the survey to ensure that the responses were as close 

to genuine from the targeted sample (i.e., managers/supervisors) within my control as a 

researcher. Future research should investigate this topic with pre-chosen managers 

from one or multiple organizations to ensure that all responses are reflective of the 

population being studied. 

3.6 Conclusion 

This work investigated how different constraints imposed by FDRSs affected 

rater reactions to those systems. By using a modified policy capturing study on Amazon 

MTurk users, I was able to identify the effects of forcing direction and type of outcome 

constraints on state reactance and perceived difficulty. Generally, my results indicate 

that there is evidence of reactance levels and perceived difficulty being increased under 

a FDRS. It appears that this is the case only for when raters have to force ratees up or 

down categories, however, not when both occur at the same time. As well, the type of 

outcome appears to have no effect on both state reactance expression, and difficulty 

perception in raters. This work provides additional evidence as to what may cause 

raters to dislike using FDRSs for administrative purposes, and provides additional 

support towards the existing understanding of why these systems are perceived to be 

difficult. 
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Table 1.  

Model results for Level 1 predictors of state reactance 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. AIC = Akaike’s Information Criteria; BIC = Bayesian Information Criteria.  

*** p < 0.001 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 AIC BIC Chi 
Square 

df 

Null Models: 
      Frustration 

3015 3030   

      Anger 2979 2994   

      Annoyance 2859 2873   

      State  r  r r                                                             
rrrrrreactance 

2726 2741   

Main Effects: 
      Fixed effects 

 
2452 

 
2486 

 
571.7*** 

 
4 

      Fixed +              
r     random effects 

2047 2150 432.6*** 14 
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Table 2a.  
Correlations among Level 1 within-participant variables 

 M SD ICC1 Down 
Forcing 

Up 
Forcing 

Balanced 
Forcing 

Type 
of 

Outco
me 

1 

1. State 
Reactance 

2.48 1.22 0.494 0.254*** 0.15*** -0.194 0.022  

2. Difficulty 
Perception 

3.05 1.43 0.346 0.28 0.144 -0.218 0.007 0.643 

Note. Within-participant level, N = 960. ICC = intraclass correlation coefficient. 

*** p < 0.001 
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Table 2b. 
Correlations among Level 2 between-participant variables in relation to Level 1 predictors 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Within-participant: 
1. State Reactance 

 

 
2.48 

 
1.22 

   
0.318*** 

 
0.045 

 
-0.028 

 
-0.108*** 

2. Difficulty Perception 3.05 1.43 0.643  0.295*** 0.055 0.029 -0.062 

Between-participant 
3. Trait Reactance 

(HPRS) 

 
3.18 

 
0.8 

     
  -0.176*** 

   
 -0.258*** 

 
0.0006 

4. Years Conducting 
Performance 
Appraisals 

6.58 5.8       

5. Age 37.88 10.01       

6. Gender ꟷ ꟷ       

Note. Within-participant level, N = 960; between-participant level, N = 120. Correlations at the between-person level are 
indicated above the diagonal; correlations at the within-person level are indicated below the diagonal. 

*** p < 0.001
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Table 3. 
Multilevel regression results predicting state reactance with FDRS constraints 

 Estimate Standard error t-value p-value 

Intercept, γ00 2.003 0.097 20.627 0* 

Forcing Down γ01 0.988 0.113 8.728 0* 

Forcing Up γ02 0.767 0.097 7.898 0* 

Balanced Forcing γ03 0.044 0.049 0.913 0.363 

Type of Outcome γ04 0.055 0.03 1.857 0.066 

Note. n = 960 observations, N = 120 participants. Full information maximum likelihood 
(FML) was used for each calculation. 

*p-values that are equal to 0 were at least six decimal places under zero                      
(i.e., p < 0.0000001) 
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Table 4. 
Multilevel regression results predicting difficulty perception with FDRS constraints 

 Estimate Standard error t-value p-value 

Intercept, γ00 2.531 0.118 21.416 0* 

Forcing Down γ01 1.208 0.141 8.585 0* 

Forcing Up γ02 0.871 0.121 7.181 0* 

Balanced Forcing γ03 -0.029 0.079 -0.368 0.714 

Type of Outcome γ04 0.021 0.047 0.441 0.66 

Note. n = 960 observations, N = 120 participants. Full information maximum likelihood 
(FML) was used for each calculation. 

*p-values that are equal to 0 were at least six decimal places under zero                      
(i.e., p < 0.0000001) 
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Table 5. 
Interaction results for the FDRS constraints predicting state reactance 

 Estimate Standard 
error 

t-value p-
value 

Intercept, γ00 1.981 0.1 19.763 0* 

Forcing Down γ01 0.989 0.12 8.23 0* 

Forcing Up γ02 0.814 0.105 7.739 0* 

Balanced Forcing γ03 0.086 0.063 1.36 0.175 

Type of Outcome γ04 0.1 0.058 1.733 0.084 

Forcing Down * Type of Outcome γ05 -0.003 0.081 -0.034 0.973 

Forcing Up * Type of Outcome γ06 -0.094 0.081 -1.167 0.244 
Balanced Forcing * Type of Outcome 
γ07 -0.083 0.081 -1.03 0.304 

Note. n = 960 observations, N = 120 participants. Full information maximum likelihood 
(FML) was used for each calculation. 

*p-values that are equal to 0 were at least six decimal places under zero                      
(i.e., p < 0.0000001) 
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Table 6. 
Interaction results for the FDRS constraints predicting difficulty perception 

 Estimate Standard 
error 

t-value p-
value 

Intercept, γ00 2.492 0.124 20.061 0* 

Forcing Down γ01 1.292 0.154 8.391 0* 

Forcing Up γ02 0.858 0.136 6.296 0* 

Balanced Forcing γ03 0.058 0.101 0.578 0.564 

Type of Outcome γ04 0.1 0.09 1.115 0.266 

Forcing Down * Type of Outcome γ05 -0.167 0.125 -1.337 0.182 

Forcing Up * Type of Outcome γ06 0.025 0.125 0.201 0.841 
Balanced Forcing * Type of Outcome 
γ07 -0.175 0.125 -1.404 0.161 

Note. n = 960 observations, N = 120 participants. Full information maximum likelihood 
(FML) was used for each calculation. 

*p-values that are equal to 0 were at least six decimal places under zero                      
(i.e., p < 0.0000001) 
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Table 7. 
Moderation of trait reactance on within-person relationship between state reactance 
and the FDRS constraints 

 Estimate Standard error t-value p-value 

Intercept, γ00 -0.508 0.317 -1.602 0.112 

Forcing Down γ01 2.996 0.42 7.127 0* 

Forcing Up γ02 2.353 0.366 6.424 0* 

Balanced Forcing γ03 0.237 0.198 1.201 0.232 

Type of Outcome γ04 0.118 0.12 0.981 0.329 

HPRS γ10 0.791 0.097 8.167 0* 

Forcing Down * HPRS γ11 -0.632 0.128 -4.929 0* 

Forcing Up * HPRS γ12 -0.499 0.112 -4.467 0* 

Balanced Forcing * HPRS γ13 -0.061 0.06 -1.007 0.316 

Type of Outcome * HPRS γ14 -0.02 0.037 -0.541 0.589 

Note. n = 960 observations, N = 120 participants. Full information maximum likelihood 
(FML) was used for each calculation. 

*p-values that are equal to 0 were at least six decimal places under zero                      
(i.e., p < 0.0000001) 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

64 

 

 

Figure 1. State reactance means for the moderation effect of trait reactance on the 
downward forcing manipulation. 
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Figure 2. State reactance means for the moderation effect of trait reactance on the 
upward forcing manipulation. 
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Figure 3. State reactance means for the moderation effect of trait reactance on the 
balanced forcing manipulation. 
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Figure 4. State reactance means for the moderation effect of trait reactance on the type 
of outcome constraint. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A – Example of Full Scenario 

Example of a short description given prior to a scenario. Relevant information that 
changed between scenarios was bolded to allow for participants to read faster. 

 

 

Example of a diagram presented with each scenario. This diagram reflects the 
information given the in short description above. 
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Employee definitions given to participants during every scenario. 
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Example of employee information given to participants to complete the sorting task. 
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Example of the scenario sorting task. 
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Image of the questions given after each sorting task. The first nine questions relate to 
the state reactance measure, while the final two relate to the difficulty perception 
measure. 
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Appendix B – Scenario Introduction Paragraph 

Example of a short descriptive paragraph including the cues that was presented to 
participants. Everything bolded is a cue and it was done this way to reduce participant 
fatigue when completing the scenarios. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

74 

 

Appendix C – Demographics Questions 

 

 

 

*Note: if “My gender identity is not listed above” is selected, participants will be re-
directed to the question below. 
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Appendix D – Hong Psychological Reactance Scale 
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Appendix E – Scenario Task Introduction 
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Appendix F – All Scenario Resources 

Figure 1a: Scenario 1’s brief written description of what the organization wants. 
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Figure 1b: Scenario 1’s list of employees and their pre-determined employee performance. 
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Figure 1c: Scenario 1’s diagram based off of the written description. 
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Figure 2a: Scenario 2 & 9’s brief written description of what the organization wants. 
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Figure 2b: Scenario 2 & 9’s list of employees and their pre-determined employee performance. 
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Figure 2c: Scenario 2 & 9’s diagram based off of the written description. 
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Figure 3a: Scenario 3’s brief written description of what the organization wants. 
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Figure 3b: Scenario 3’s list of employees and their pre-determined employee performance. 
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Figure 3c: Scenario 3’s diagram based off of the written description. 
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Figure 4a: Scenario 4’s brief written description of what the organization wants. 
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Figure 4b: Scenario 4’s list of employees and their pre-determined employee performance. 
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Figure 4c: Scenario 4’s diagram based off of the written description. 
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Figure 5a: Scenario 5’s brief written description of what the organization wants. 
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Figure 5b: Scenario 5’s list of employees and their pre-determined employee performance. 
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Figure 5c: Scenario 5’s diagram based off of the written description. 
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Figure 6a: Scenario 6’s brief written description of what the organization wants. 
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Figure 6b: Scenario 6’s list of employees and their pre-determined employee performance. 
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Figure 6c: Scenario 6’s diagram based off of the written description. 
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Figure 7a: Scenario 7’s brief written description of what the organization wants. 
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Figure 7b: Scenario 7’s list of employees and their pre-determined employee performance. 
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Figure 7c: Scenario 7’s diagram based off of the written description. 
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Figure 8a: Scenario 8’s brief written description of what the organization wants. 
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Figure 8b: Scenario 8’s list of employees and their pre-determined employee performance. 
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Figure 8c: Scenario 8’s diagram based off of the written description. 

 

 

 


