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Social Comparison and Impression Management:
The Joint Effect of RPI and Supervisor Presence
On Employee Performance
Nathan William Mecham PhD

University of Pittsburgh, 2023

My dissertation consists of three chapters. In Chapter 1.0, | first establish the structure of
my dissertation. | then provide a brief introduction to the relative performance information
literature (RPI) and its importance to both practice and research. | specifically describe how my
dissertation answers a call for research regarding the effect of providing employees with RPI in
the presence of a supervisor.

In Chapter 2.0, I provide a focused review of the academic literature regarding RPI. | first
describe what RPI is and then describe the predictions that the traditional economic literature and
behavioral literature would make regarding how providing RPI to employees should affect
employee performance. I then describe previous studies that have analyzed RPI’s effect on
employee performance under both tournament and non-tournament contracts and other moderating
variables. Many of these studies analyze settings where either a supervisor is not present or the
role of a supervisor is deemphasized. | identify this as an important research area and outline how
my dissertation contributes to the RPI literature.

In Chapter 3.0, | provide evidence that the traditional positive effect on employee
performance of providing employees with RPI is decreased when a supervisor is present. Using an
experiment, | manipulate whether employees receive RPI and whether a supervisor is present in
the experimental setting. | first replicate previous research by providing evidence of a positive

effect of RPI on employee performance when no supervisor is present. Second, | provide evidence

iv



that when employees do not receive RPI, the presence of a supervisor increases employee
performance. Third, I fail to find an effect of RPI on employee performance when a supervisor is
present. Thus, | provide evidence that providing RPI to employees may not effectively motivate

employees to increase their performance when the presence of a supervisor is salient.
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1.0 Introduction

My dissertation consists of three chapters. Chapter 1.0 introduces my research topic and
provides a brief overview of Chapters 2.0 and 3.0. Chapter 2.0 provides a review of the relevant
literature and Chapter 3.0 presents my original research study.

While previous studies have addressed how relative performance information (hereafter
RPI) affects employee performance, these studies often analyze settings that either downplay or
do not include the role of a supervisor. My research extends previous research by analyzing how
the presence of a supervisor alters the relation between providing employees with RPI and their
performance.

RPI refers to information regarding an employee’s performance relative to some
comparable benchmark, e.g., how an employee performed relative to their coworkers. While
employees can receive RPI by informally observing their peers (Mas and Moretti 2009), explicitly
providing employees with RPI is becoming more common in practice and has been used in a wide
variety of settings, including warehouses (Blanes i Vidal and Nossol 2012), banks (Gino and Staats
2011), and even professional soccer leagues (Eyring et al. 2021).

As providing employees with RPI has become more prevalent in practice, considerable
research has focused on how providing employees with RPI affects their performance (Blanes i
Vidal and Nossol 2012; Tafkov 2013; Newman and Tafkov 2014; Azmat and Iriberri 2016; Eyring
and Narayanan 2018; Eyring et al. 2021). In such studies, researchers typically consider settings
in which employee compensation is not tied to relative performance and examine the effect of RPI
by comparing employee performance when employees are provided with RPI versus when they
are not. These studies typically find higher performance when employees are provided with RPI
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compared to when they are not. Such results have been interpreted as evidence that providing
employees with RPI increases employee performance.

However, these studies that find a positive effect of RPI on employee performance do not
consider a significant factor in many real-world settings: the presence of a supervisor.
Interestingly, there are two studies, Chan (2018) and Fisher et al. (2002), that use experimental
settings in which a supervisor plays a significant role, and both studies fail to find a positive effect
of RPI on employee performance. My dissertation directly addresses Chan’s call to further study
whether the presence of a supervisor can explain why he finds no evidence of a positive effect of
providing RPI on employee performance.

Chapter 2.0, Section 2.1 presents the theoretical underpinnings, both economic and
behavioral, for how providing RPI to employees can affect their performance. Section 2.2 reviews
the prior literature regarding RPI’s effect on employee performance. Because my study focuses on
a setting in which employees’ compensation is not tied to their relative performance, | review prior
research that examines the effect of RPI on employee performance in such settings. Section 2.3
describes the contribution of my study and discusses how my findings fit into the existing RPI
literature. Finally, for completeness, Section 2.4 reviews prior research that examines the effects
of RPI in settings in which employees are compensated based on their relative performance.

In Chapter 3, | address my main research question by examining the effect of RPI on
employee performance in the presence of a supervisor. Using a between-participants experiment,
| first replicate the prior research by providing evidence that, when no supervisor is present,
performance is higher when employees are provided with RPI than when they are not. Next, | show
that, when RPI is not provided, employee performance is higher when a supervisor is present than

when no supervisor is present. Finally, consistent with my predictions, | provide evidence that the



replicated effect of RPI on employee performance is eliminated when a supervisor is present. As
such, my study provides a potential explanation for why Chan (2018) and Fisher (2002) failed to
find an effect of RPI on employee performance in their studies. In addition, as discussed in Chapter
3, my findings have potential implications for how RPI is implemented in practice and for future

RPI research.



2.0 Literature Review

| begin Chapter 2.0 by briefly describing RPI. Next, I discuss the theoretical underpinnings
for RPI’s effect on employee performance from both an economic and behavioral perspective. |
then review the prior literature regarding the effect on employee performance of providing
employees with RPI in settings in which employee compensation is not tied to their relative
performance. | then discuss how my study relates to and extends the existing RPI literature.
Because my research question examines the effects of RPI on employee performance, | focus on
this relation in Chapter 2.0. Schnieder (2022) provides a more extensive review of the RPI
literature that includes the effect of RP1 on additional variables other than employee performance.
Finally, for completeness, | review the RPI literature in settings in which employee compensation
is tied to their relative performance in the final section of Chapter 2.

RPI refers to information regarding an employee’s performance relative to some
comparable benchmark, e.g., how an employee performed relative to their coworkers. RPI comes
in many forms, for example, the performance percentile of an employee or how an employee ranks
(i.e., first, second, third, etc.) in a group. The precision of the RPI given to employees can also
vary; it can be very imprecise, such as whether an employee performed above or below average,
or very precise, such as an employee whose performance was in the 83rd percentile of all
employees.

While employees can receive RPI by informally observing their peers (Mas and Moretti
2009), it is becoming increasingly common for firms to explicitly provide employees with RPI.
RPI has been studied in a wide variety of settings, including warehouses (Blanes i Vidal and Nossol
2012), banks (Gino and Staats 2011), and even professional soccer leagues (Eyring et al. 2021).
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RPI is now also provided in the form of leaderboards when firms implement gamification

techniques, which are growing in popularity (Reeves and Read 2013; Wingfield 2012).

2.1 Theoretical Underpinnings

2.1.1 Economic Agency Perspective

The use of RPI in business has its roots in classical agency theory. Specifically, Holmstrom
(1979) proves the informativeness principle—that as long as a signal provides incremental
information either about an agent’s effort or a random state, regardless of how noisy the signal
may be, it can provide benefits when contracting with agents. Holmstrom (1982) extends this to a
multi-agent setting such that a principal who oversees multiple agents can design a contract to
reward or punish a single agent based on how the agent performed relative to the average agent to
remove the effect of common risks faced by all the agents. By designing the contract in this
manner, some of the risks faced by the agent are removed, which leads to a more efficient contract
and increases the agent’s effort.

One implication of Holmstrom’s (1982) model is that as the common risk between the
agents increases, the value of RPI to the principal will increase as well. Frederickson (1992) tests
this implication and finds that in the presence of RPI, agents exert more effort as the level of risk
increases. These early studies show that the initial accounting research regarding RPI was focused
on allowing a principal to better infer an agent’s unobservable effort (Frederickson 1992).

More recent research shifted the focus from how principals use RPI to how providing RPI

to employees affects employee behavior, specifically employee performance. From an economic



perspective, providing employees with RPI should only have an impact on employee performance
when the employees’ compensation is tied to their relative performance.! When employees’
compensation is tied to their relative performance, providing RPI to employees allows them to
estimate the probability of receiving a certain amount of compensation. This allows employees to
adjust the amount of effort they provide based on their expected compensation (He 2021; Hannan
et al. 2008; Newman and Tafkov 2014). This is discussed further in Section 2.4.

However, for purposes of my study, it is important to understand that in settings in which
employees’ compensation is not tied to their relative performance, traditional economic theory
predicts that providing RPI to employees has no impact on employee performance (Frederickson
1992; Hannan et al. 2008). In such settings, RPI no longer allows employees to estimate their
expected compensation, and as such, according to traditional economic theory, does not motivate

them to adjust the amount of effort they provide.

2.1.2 Behavioral Perspective

Despite the traditional economic agency perspective that providing RPI to employees does
not affect employee performance when employees’ compensation is not tied to their relative
performance, a number of studies find that RPI does increase employee performance in such
settings (Hannan et al. 2008; Kerr et al. 2007; Tafkov 2013). These studies rely on social
comparison theory to predict that providing employees with RPI affects their performance.

Festinger’s (1954) theory of social comparison assumes that the effects of social comparison result

! The term relative performance evaluation (RPE) is often used to identify a setting where employees’ compensation
depends upon their relative performance, such as a tournament contract. Conversely, RPI refers only to information
regarding employees’ relative performance. To avoid confusion, I avoid using the term RPE throughout my
dissertation.



from an innate drive for humans to evaluate their abilities. This evaluation can be made based on
objective measures. However, Festinger (1954) argues that humans will use others’ abilities as a
benchmark to evaluate their own abilities when objective measures are not available. Providing
employees with RPI provides such a benchmark, which allows employees to evaluate how they
are performing relative to their peers (Suls and Wheeler 2000; Brown et al. 2007).

However, providing employees with RPI does more than simply allow them to know how
their abilities compare to others. Additionally, this provides employees with a means to try to
increase their self-image based on their relative performance (Smith 2000). Providing RPI to
employees motivates them to compete to outperform other employees to boost their self-image
(Brown et al. 2007; Garcia and Tor 2007). That is, competition with other employees motivates
them to provide more effort, which leads to an increase in performance even when their
compensation is not tied to their relative performance.

Tafkov (2013) outlines three factors that can lead to greater social comparison and thus
increased competition and performance. First, the task performed by employees must be similar
across employees (Harkins and Jackson 1985; Garcia and Tor 2007). This allows employees to
make a comparison. Second, the employees must have similar characteristics that predict
performance on the task (Goethals and Darley 1977; Garcia and Tor 2007). This allows employees
to attribute any differences in performance to differences in ability as opposed to other factors.
Third, the employees must care about the ability that is being compared (Pleban and Tesser 1981;
Tesser 1991). The more important the ability, the greater the motivation to outperform the other

employees.



2.2 RPI’s Effect on Employee Performance When Compensation is Not Tied to Relative

Performance

In this section. | review RPI studies using settings in which employees’ compensation is
not tied to their relative performance. In such settings, any effect of RPI on employees’ effort
cannot be due to their motivation for increased wealth because their wealth is not affected by their
relative performance.? | focus on reviewing such studies because this is the setting | examine in
my study. For completeness, I also review RPI’s effects in settings in which employees’
compensation is tied to relative performance in the final section in this chapter.

Common settings in which RPI has been studied in which employees’ compensation is not
tied to their relative performance include settings in which employees are paid a fixed-wage (Kerr
et al. 2007; Tafkov 2013), are paid based on their individual performance (Hannan et al. 2008;
Tafkov 2013; Blanes | Vidal and Nossol 2011), or receive no financial benefits (Eyring and
Narayanan 2018; Azmat and Iriberri 2010). Because employees’ compensation is not tied to their
relative performance, these studies rely on social comparison theory to predict that providing
employees with RPI will increase their performance. Consistent with social comparison theory,
these studies typically find a positive effect of RPI on employee performance.

Prior research has also studied factors that alter the effect of RPI on employee performance.
One such factor is the amount of information given to the employees. For example, Tafkov (2013)

finds that RPI has a greater effect when it is public (i.e., each employee knows every other

2 Schnieder (2022) focuses on the effects of RPI in settings in which compensation is not tied to relative performance..
While my study also focuses on a setting in which compensation is not tied to relative performance, for completeness
in understanding RPI’s effect on employee performance, | also briefly review the literature that examines the effects
of proving RPI when employee compensation is tied to their relative performance.
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employee’s RPI rank) as compared to when it is private (i.e., employees only know their personal
RPI rank). Additionally, Eyring et al. (2021) find that among professional soccer players doing
practice drills, providing RPI based on a player’s rank increases performance more than providing
only absolute performance information (e.g., their passing accuracy) or providing both RPI and
absolute performance information. Eyring et al. (2021) also manipulate whether players receive
aggregate performance information (i.e., average pass accuracy for all passes) or detailed
performance information (i.e., average pass accuracy for specific types of passes), though they
find no effect on performance of providing more detailed information.

Another factor that affects RPI’s relation with employee performance is the reference point
used when RPI is given in the form of employee performance relative to a benchmark. Eyring and
Narayanan (2018) find that students in an online course performed better when they were given a
reference point best suited for their actual performance (e.g., high performers were told how they
performed relative to the top quartile). Hannan et al. (2008) find that in when employees are not
compensated based on relative performance, the precision of the RPI provided did not have an
effect on employee performance.

Holderness et al. (2020) analyze how the frequency with which RPI is provided to
employees interacts with whether the employee is assigned to view RPI or chooses to view RPI.
They find that when RP1 is assigned, employee performance initially increases as the frequency of
RPI goes up, but performance decreases once the frequency reaches a certain threshold. However,
when employees choose how often to view RPI, the decrease in performance due to too frequent
RPI reverses because employees placed greater weight on the RPI as a result of choosing to view

it.



While these studies generally find a positive effect of RPI on employee performance in
settings in which employees’ compensation does not depend on relative performance, there are
some studies that find either no effect or a negative effect of RP1 on employee performance in such
settings. As indicated above, providing RPI to employees too frequently when it is not chosen by
the employees can harm performance (Holderness et al. 2020). Additionally, Schedlinsky et al.
(2020) provide evidence that the effect of RPI on performance decreases when employees are
under video surveillance because employees in such a setting perceive the provision of RPI to be
a control mechanism. Finally, Chan (2018) and Fisher (2002) fail to find an effect of RPI on
employee performance in a setting where a supervisor chooses an employee from a group to

receive a promotion.

2.3 My Setting of Interest

In Table 1, | summarize the studies that are most relevant to my study. Most of the studies
in Table 1 use experiments to examine how employees respond when they are provided with RPI
versus when they are not. These experiments are designed to isolate specific effects, and thus, by
design, they necessarily control for, or abstract away from, many other aspects of actual
employment settings. Specifically, the goal of many of these prior RPI experiments was to isolate
the effect of social comparison on employee performance that is prompted when employees are
provided with RPI (Tafkov 2013, Hannan et al. 2008., Newman and Tafkov 2014). To isolate the
effects of social comparison from other potential effects, these researchers intentionally and

appropriately excluded a prominent feature of actual employment settings, i.e., the presence of the

10



employees’ supervisor, from their experimental settings (studies 1- 5 in Table 1).2 However, when
a supervisor is present, employees will likely try to perform well to impress their supervisor. This
raises the question of whether an increase in performance resulting from employees’ desire to
impress their supervisor substitutes for the social comparison effect (i.e., whether there is no
difference in performance when both RPI and a supervisor are present than when only RPI is
present) or complements the increase in performance resulting from social comparison (i.e.,
performance is higher when both RPI and a supervisor are present than when only one of those
factors is present).

While much of the research on how RPI affects employee performance uses laboratory
experiments in settings without a supervisor, there are a few studies that use settings in which
supervisors are present (studies 7-11). These studies find mixed results regarding the effect of RPI
on employee performance. Specifically, Azmat and Iriberri (2010), Blanes i Vidal and Nossol
(2011), and Eyring et al. (2021) (studies 7-9) are field studies that find a positive effect of RPI on
performance with a supervisor present, while Fisher et al. (2002) and Chan (2018) (studies 10-11)
are experimental studies with a supervisor present that find no difference in performance when

employees have RPI versus when they do not.

3 Study 6, Eyring and Narayanan (2018), also studies a setting without a supervisor present. However, it is a field
study and thus was not specifically designed to examine the effect of the presence of a supervisor by manipulating the
presence or absence of a supervisor.
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Table 1 Summary of Most Relevant RPI Studies

Stud Effect of RPlon  Supervisor Economic
v Authors Year Type of Study Participants Main Research Question P Incentives
Number Performance Present .
tied to RPI
Differential effects of private
1 Tafkov 2013 Laborgtory Undergraduate arld public RPI under' Positive No No
Experiment Students different compensation
contracts.
Effects of RPI
L . . inf .
5 Hannan et al. 2019 aborgtory University informativeness on s No No
Experiment Students employee effort allocation in
multi-task environment
Laborator Business Effect of RPI on performance
3 Holderness etal. 2020 ) y when RPI frequency is Positive No No
Experiment Students .
chosen versus assigned.
Laboratory
Experiment Effects of RPl and its Positive No No
4 Hannan et al. 2008 Business prec.|5|oln.unde.r tourr.mament
Students and individual incentive No
. No Yes
schemes Effect/Negative
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Economic

Stud .. . . Effect of RPI S i .
uay Authors Year Type of Study Participants Main Research Question ecto on upervisor Incentives
Number Performance Present .
tied to RPI
. . Effects of RPlin
5 Newman and 2014 Laborf':\tory University tournaments with different Mixed No Yes
Tafkov Experiment Students .
prize structures
Effi f idi high
Eyring and Field Online Course ects o prqwdmg anis
6 2018 . reference point on Present No No
Narayanan Experiment Students
performance.
. Effect of providing
Azmat and . High School : .
7 .zma .an 2010 Field Study '8N Schoo performance relative to the  Positive Yes No
Iriberri Students
average on grades
Effect of announcement
Blanes i Vidal and . Warehouse that RPI will be provided .
2011 Fiel P Y N
8 Nossol 0 leld Study Workers and actual provision of RPI ositive es °
on worker performance
. Effects of absolute, relative,
Professional
Field and Semi- or both absolute and
9 Eyring et al. 2021 . . relative performance Positive Yes No
Experiment professional . .
information on
soccer players
performance.
Effects of using budgets to
10 Fisher et al. 2002 Laborfa\tory Undergraduate aIIocgtg resources and No Effect Ves Ves
Experiment Students providing RPI on budget
slack and performance
Effect of providing
employees RPl on
11 Chan 2018 Laborfatory Undergraduate emPIf)yers promo'tlon No Effect Yes Yes
Experiment Students decisions and the impact of

those decisions on worker
performance
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Chan suggests employees’ desire to impress their supervisor in his No RPI condition may
have increased their performance to a level equal to the level of performance induced by social
comparison in the RPI condition. In his setting, the employees had a clear reason to try to impress
their supervisor because the supervisor’s main task was to choose one employee from a group of
employees to receive a promotion. In contrast, the settings in the RPI field studies that include a
supervisor (Blanes i Vidal and Nossol 2011; Azmat and Iriberri 2010; Eyring et al. 2021) vary
considerably, and it is not always clear if employees have a compelling reason to impress their
supervisor. For example, Blanes i Vidal and Nossol (2011), who find a positive effect of RPI on
performance, explain that the likelihood of both termination and promotion of employees in their
setting is “close to zero.” This likely decreased employees’ desire to impress their supervisor. This
is in stark contrast to Chan’s setting in which employees had an explicit incentive to try to impress
their supervisor, and in which no difference in performance is found when employees have RPI
versus when they do not.

My study, which is presented in Chapter 3.0, is designed to contribute to the accounting
literature regarding RPI’s effect on employee performance by providing a direct test of Chan’s
(2018) speculation that the presence of a supervisor can result in no incremental positive effect of
providing RPI on employee performance. Additionally, I specifically design my experiment such
that | can test not only how the mere presence of a supervisor affects the relation between RPI and
performance, but also how employees’ performance may be affected when they have explicit

economic incentives to impress their supervisor.
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2.4 RPI’s Effect on Employee Performance When Compensation is Tied to Relative

Performance

While the setting I use in my study is one in which compensation is not based on relative
performance, for completeness | briefly review the effect of RPI on employee performance in
studies in which employees’ compensation is tied to their relative performance. Such contracts are
commonly referred to as tournament contracts. The most common incentive structure in
tournament contracts is one in which the top-performing employee(s) receive a bonus in addition
to their base compensation, while the other employees receive only their base compensation.
However, as will be discussed in more detail later, the exact structure of incentives in a tournament
contract can vary. As discussed previously, the compensation structure of tying the employees’
compensation to their relative performance was designed to help remove some of an employee’s
performance risk due to common factors shared by all employees (Holmstrom 1982)

In tournament settings, the effect of RPI on employee performance depends on how it
affects the employees’ expectations of winning the tournament. From an economic perspective, if
RPI indicates to an employee that they have a high chance of winning the tournament (i.e., the
employee has a high relative rank), the marginal benefit of effort increases and the employee
should provide more effort which leads to higher performance. Conversely, if RPI indicates to an
employee that they have a low chance of winning the tournament (i.e., the employee has a low
relative rank), the marginal benefit of effort decreases and should lead to lower employee
performance. Indeed, this is what has been generally found in the literature. Both Hannan et al.
(2008) and Delfgaauw, Dur, Non, and Verbeke (2014) find either no overall effect or a negative

overall effect of RPI on employee performance in the traditional tournament structure because
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although high performers increase their performance when given RPI, the low performers either
do not respond to or work inefficiently after receiving RPI.

Building on Hannan et al. (2008), Newman and Tafkov (2014) analyze RPI’s effect on
employee performance under different tournament structures. They rely on tournament theory
models by Gilpatric (2009) and Moldovanu and Sela (2001) to predict that, absent RPI, employee
performance will be greater in a tournament that rewards the highest performer(s) and punishes
the lowest performer(s) (i.e., reward and punishment tournament) than a tournament that only
rewards the highest performers(s) (i.e., reward tournament). Using this underlying theory, they
conduct an experiment providing evidence that, as described previously, providing RPI to
employees in a reward tournament negatively affects overall employee performance. However,
they also predict and find that providing RPI to employees in a reward and punishment tournament
leads to an increase in overall employee performance. This is because in a reward and punish
tournament, RPI informs employees not only of their likelihood of winning the tournament and
receiving the reward but also the likelihood of losing and receiving the punishment. Thus, while
low performers are likely to give up in a reward tournament, low performers in a reward and
punishment tournament are motivated to perform better to avoid the punishment.

Another study that provides additional insights into RPI’s effect on employee performance
in tournament settings is He (2021). In this study, He examines how employees’ knowledge of the
difference in employees’ abilities affects employees’ performance when provided with RPI. He
finds that RPI has a larger positive effect on employee performance when employees know they
are competing against other employees of similar skill levels (i.e., high performers vs. high
performers, low performers vs. low performers) compared to when the employees know they are

competing against employees of different skill levels (i.e., high performers vs. low performers) or
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do not know the skill level of the other employees. He argues that this occurs because, just as in
the basic tournament, the combination of RPI and knowledge of the ability of other employees

causes employees to adjust their effort based on their expectations of winning the tournament.
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3.0 Experimental Study

3.1 Introduction

This chapter presents my original research study that examines how employee performance
is affected by RPI when the employee’s supervisor is present. As providing employees with RPI
has become more common in practice, considerable research has focused on how providing
employees with RPI affects their performance (Blanes i Vidal and Nossol 2012; Tafkov 2013;
Newman and Tafkov 2014; Azmat and Iriberri 2016; Eyring and Narayanan 2018; Eyring et al.
2021). In such studies, researchers typically consider settings in which employee compensation is
not tied to relative performance and examine the effect of RPI by comparing employee
performance when employees are provided with RPI versus when they are not. These studies find
higher performance when employees are provided with RPI compared to when they are not, and
such results have been interpreted as evidence that providing employees with RPI increases
employee performance. This increase in performance is attributed to social comparison; i.e.,
employees compete to outperform their coworkers to increase their self-image.

However, these studies that find a positive effect of RPI on employee performance do not
consider a significant factor in many real world settings: the presence of a supervisor. Interestingly,
there are two studies, Chan (2018) and Fisher et al. (2002), that use experimental settings in which
a supervisor plays a significant role, and both studies fail to find a positive effect of RPI on
employee performance. My study directly addresses Chan’s call to further study whether the
presence of a supervisor can explain why he finds no evidence of a positive effect of providing

RPI on employee performance.
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When a supervisor is present, employees often want to impress their supervisor (Gardner
and Martinko 1988, Bolino et al. 2008, Bolino et al. 2016, Leary and Kowalski 1990, Ralston
1985, Thomas and Thornock 2022). One way that employees can try to impress their supervisor is
by outperforming their coworkers. This can lead to higher employee performance when a
supervisor is present. Thus, both the presence of a supervisor and RPI would be expected to
separately prompt a positive response in employee effort (i.e., induce competition among
employees). However, an important unanswered question is what the combined effect of these two
factors would be on employee performance.

Specifically, when a supervisor is present, the incremental effect of providing RPI on
employee performance may be less than the incremental effect of providing RPI when no
supervisor is present. This could occur for two reasons. First, when a supervisor is present,
employees may be so heavily focused on impressing their supervisor that they pay little or no
attention to trying to boost their self-image by comparing themselves to their coworkers.
Alternatively, because the presence of a supervisor already provides strong motivation for
employees to perform well, it may be that there is little room for incremental improvement in
performance by also providing them with RPI.

I conduct a laboratory experiment specifically designed to examine whether there is an
incremental effect of RPI on employee performance when a supervisor is present compared to the
effect of RPI on performance when no supervisor is present. In my experiment, participants in the
role of employees complete a task within an assigned group. Using a between-participants design,
I manipulate whether the employees in each group (1) have or do not have RPI, and (2) are or are
not overseen by a supervisor (i.e., a supervisor is present or absent). | first replicate the prior

research by providing evidence that, when no supervisor is present, performance is higher when
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employees are provided with RPI than when they are not. Next, | show that, when RPI is not
provided, employee performance is higher when a supervisor is present than when no supervisor
is present. That is, | provide evidence that, as predicted, there is a separate impression management
effect on employee performance. Finally, consistent with my predictions, | provide evidence that
the replicated effect of RPI on employee performance is eliminated when a supervisor is present.

My study makes several contributions to the management accounting literature and
practice. First, my results help explain why Chan (2018) and Fisher (2002) do not find an effect of
RPI on employee performance. Chan (2018) speculates that because the employees in his No RPI
condition knew they were being evaluated by a supervisor, they may have already increased their
performance to a level equal to the level of performance induced by social comparison in the RPI
condition. My study directly tests this possibility and provides evidence consistent with Chan’s
speculation. My results question the widely-held view expressed in prior studies that providing
employees with RPI likely increases their performance in practice. This is especially important
since some prior studies have found that providing RPI can negatively affect employee behaviors
other than performance that are valued by the firm such as information sharing (Berger et al. 2019)
and employees helping each other (Wang 2017; Black et al. 2019). Thus, there could be a net
negative effect of providing employees with RPI in practice if doing so results in little or no
improvement in their performance. As such, it is important for top management to understand the
overall effects of RPI on employee behavior when assessing the benefits and cost of providing
employees with RPI.

Second, while other RPI studies focus on social comparison and the attendant concern for
self-image, my study adds to the RPI literature by introducing how someone else’s view (i.e., the

supervisor’s view of the employee) affects employee performance. My goal is to provide a more
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complete understanding of how these two forces affect employee performance when both are
present. This understanding can help practitioners decide which policies are likely to improve
overall firm performance.

Finally, my study has methodological implications for future RPI research. Previous
research appropriately focused on employees and their coworkers to isolate the effects on
employee performance of the social comparison induced by RPI. While experiments that are
primarily focused on the theoretical constructs may want to continue to exclude a supervisor from
their setting, my findings imply that experiments designed to better understand the practical effects

of RPI should likely include a supervisor in their settings.

3.2 Hypothesis Development

3.2.1 Relative Performance Information and Social Comparison

When employees’ relative performance does not directly affect their compensation,
conventional economic reasoning predicts that providing them with RPI will not affect their
performance (Frederickson 1992; Hannan et al. 2008). Nevertheless, prior findings suggest that
even when employee pay is not tied to relative performance, providing versus not providing
employees with RPI positively affects their performance under both fixed contracts (Kerr et al.
2007; Tafkov 2013) and individual performance-based contracts (Hannan et al. 2008; Tafkov
2013). For consistency with such previous research, | study a setting in which employee

compensation is not directly tied to their relative performance.
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Social comparison theory predicts that providing employees with RPI increases employee
effort and performance (Festinger 1954) even when employee compensation is not tied to relative
performance. The underlying logic is that individuals compare themselves to others because of an
innate drive for humans to evaluate their own abilities in comparison to others (Suls and Wheeler
2000; Brown et al. 2007). Individuals make such comparisons to increase their self-image (Smith
2000). To increase their self-image, employees compete to outperform other employees (Brown et
al. 2007; Garcia and Tor 2007). That is, competition with other employees motivates them to
provide more effort leading to an increase in performance even when compensation is not tied to
their relative performance.

In accounting experiments, researchers typically document RPI’s effect on employee
performance by comparing the performance of participants who have RPI to participants who do
not have RPI (Hannan et al. 2008; Hannan et al. 2013; Newman and Tafkov 2014; Tafkov 2013,
Yatsenko 2018). Such studies typically find higher employee performance when participants are
provided with RPI compared to when they are not. | expect to replicate this finding in a setting in
which no supervisor is present. Therefore, my first hypothesis is:

H1: When no supervisor is present, employee performance will be greater when employees

have RPI than when they do not.

3.2.2 Presence of a Supervisor and Impression Management

Impression management is defined as any action taken by an individual to create or
maintain a specific identity in the view of others (Bozeman and Kacmar 1997). Impression
management theory proposes that individuals care about how others view them and generally want
others to view them positively (Gilmore and Ferris 1989; Liden and Mitchell 1988; Ralston 1985).
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Because employees are typically concerned about how their supervisor views them (Gardner and
Martinko 1988, Mecham 2019), employees who want to be viewed positively by their supervisor
are likely to engage in impression management. 4

Based on impression management theory, | expect that when a supervisor is present
employees will try to outperform their coworkers in order to impress their supervisor. Specifically,
when employees know their supervisor has relative performance information about them and their
coworkers, they will try to impress their supervisor by outperforming their coworkers.
Outperforming their coworkers will cause their supervisor to view them as more competent,
skilled, and/or hard-working. Thus, the desire to impress their supervisor will motivate employees
to provide more effort to achieve higher performance when a supervisor is present as compared to
when no supervisor is present.

For employees to use outperforming their coworkers as an impression management
strategy, employees must know their supervisor has information about their relative performance.
This is because a supervisor cannot be impressed with an employee’s relative performance if the
supervisor does not have such information. Thus, a necessary condition for the presence of a
supervisor to cause employees to engage in impression management is that the supervisor has
employee performance information and employees know the supervisor has such information. This
leads to my second hypothesis:

H2: When a supervisor is present and has RPI information, employee performance will be

higher than when no supervisor is present.

4 The strength of an employee’s desire to impress their supervisor could depend on several factors, including the
employee’s relationship with the supervisor, etc. While these factors are important, they are beyond the scope of this
study.
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3.2.3 Joint Effect of RPI and the Presence of a Supervisor

My main research question is whether the presence of a supervisor can help explain why
some studies find higher employee performance when employees have RPI while others do not.
This requires comparing the effect of RPI on employee performance when no supervisor is present
(as tested in H1) to the effect of RPI on employee performance when a supervisor is present.

| expect the incremental effect of RPI on employee performance when a supervisor is
present to be less than the incremental effect of RPI when no supervisor is present for two reasons.
First, rather than being motivated by both RPI and the presence of a supervisor, employees may
attend to only one of these factors. Specifically, | expect that employees may be so focused on
impressing their supervisor that they no longer focus on trying to boost their self-image when
provided with RPI.

Second, as explained in sections 3.2.1 and 3.2.2, both RPI and the presence of the
supervisor prompt employees to try to outperform their coworkers. RPI prompts this behavior
through social comparison and employees’ desire to boost their self-image. The presence of a
supervisor prompts this behavior through impression management, i.e., employees’ desire to boost
their image in the eyes of their supervisor. Because both RPI and the presence of a supervisor
motivate employees to increase their performance, there may not be a further significant increase
in employee motivation when both of these factors are present compared to when only one is
present. Specifically, | expect that employees who are already highly motivated to outperform their
coworkers to impress their supervisor may not have much room to increase their performance if

they are provided with RPI.°

5 | use post-experimental questionnaire (PEQ) data to try to distinguish between these explanations.
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I note that in either scenario described above I expect the presence of the supervisor to have
a more dominant influence on employee performance than the availability of RPI. Based on these
arguments, my third hypothesis is:

H3: The positive difference in employee performance between providing versus not

providing RPI will be smaller when a supervisor is present than when no supervisor is

present.

It is important to note that while some previous studies provide evidence that RPI has a
positive effect on performance when a supervisor is present (Azmat and Iriberri 2010; Blanes |
Vidal and Nossol 2011, Eyring et al. 2021), these studies cannot determine if the magnitude of the
RPI effect they observe is the same as it would be if there were no supervisor present. That is,
because they do not manipulate the presence versus absence of a supervisor, these studies cannot
determine if the positive effect of RPI on performance is muted by the presence of a supervisor or
whether it is just as strong as it would have been in the absence of a supervisor. In contrast, my
manipulations allow me to test this issue directly. As suggested earlier in Chapter 2.0, this is
important because RPI can negatively affect other behaviors valued by firms such as information
sharing (Berger et al. 2019) and helping other employees (Wang 2017; Black et al. 2019). Thus, if
the benefits of providing RPI on employee performance are reduced or eliminated when a
supervisor is present, firms may not want to provide RPI to employees to avoid the other negative

consequences of doing so.

3.2.4 Joint Effect of RPI and the Presence of a Supervisor who Awards a Bonus

Thus far | have considered how the presence of a supervisor generally could increase
employee performance. However, when supervisors make decisions that have an explicit economic
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impact on employees, e.g., deciding whether to give employees a bonus or raise, employees have
both behavioral and explicit economic reasons to impress their supervisor (Gardner and Martinko
1988, Bolino et al. 2008, Bolino et al. 2016, Leary and Kowalski 1990, Ralston 1985, Thomas and
Thornock 2022). Thus, employees could try to impress their supervisor not only for behavioral
reasons such as to be liked or seen as competent,® but also to try to get their supervisor to reward
them financially by giving them a bonus or raise.

It is important to study both a setting in which employees have an explicit economic reason
to impress their supervisor and a setting in which they do not for several reasons. First, both
settings occur in practice. That is, there are settings in which the economic incentives for
employees to impress their supervisor are weaker or less explicit (see Blanes i Vidal and Nossol
2011), but also other settings in which employees have stronger and more explicit economic
incentives to impress their supervisor. Second, the effect of the presence of a supervisor on
employee performance could be stronger when employees have explicit economic reasons to
impress their supervisor than when the economic incentives are less explicit and thus less salient.
As such, explicit economic incentives for employees to impress their supervisor could increase the
likelihood of finding support for H3. Third, having both behavioral and explicit economic reasons
to impress a supervisor is more in line with the settings in Chan (2018) and Fisher et al. (2002),
the two prior experiments that did not find an effect of RPI on employee performance.

In order to investigate the importance of explicit economic incentives for finding support

for H3, | examine an additional condition in which employees know that their supervisor will

® Earlier I described the behavioral effect on employee effort arising from social comparison, i.e., employees’ desire
to boost their self-image by outperforming their coworkers. Here | am describing a different effect on employee effort
that arises for behavioral reasons, employees’ desire to boost their image in the eyes of their supervisor. This
behavioral reason why employees may engage in impression management is also distinct from the economic reasons
why employees may engage in impression management.
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award a subjective bonus to one employee after observing the performance of all the employees.
On the one hand, it may be that when a supervisor is present and there is no explicit incentive for
employees to impress their supervisor (i.e., the supervisor does not award a bonus), the behavioral
reasons for employees to impress their supervisor are sufficient to provide support for H3. That is,
support for H3 could be very similar whether employees do or do not have explicit economic
incentives to impress the supervisor. On the other hand, the behavioral reasons to impress a
supervisor may not be sufficiently strong to reduce the difference in performance between
employees who have RPI versus those who do not have RPI as compared to when no supervisor
is present. That is, H3 may not be supported, or the support for H3 could be weaker, when the
economic incentives for employees to impress their supervisor are not explicitly stated (i.e., the
supervisor does not award a bonus).

Thus, | test the following research question:

RQ: Does support for H3 depend on whether the economic incentives to impress the

supervisor are or are not explicitly stated?

3.3 Method

3.3.1 Participants

Participants were recruited from undergraduate and graduate business school classes at a
large university. All participants received a flat wage for completing the experiment ($9.50) and,
as described in more detail later, also earned money based on their performance on the

experimental task in a training period. Each participant was randomly assigned to one of the six
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experimental conditions described below and completed the study in a computer research lab using
the LIONESS platform (Giamattei et al. 2020).” Because this study was conducted using a single
computer research lab, several experimental sessions were conducted for each of the six

experimental conditions, with each session being assigned to only one of these conditions.

3.3.2 Overview of Experimental Design

To test my hypotheses and research question, | use the 2 X 3 between-participants
experimental design depicted in Figure 1 Panel A. As explained in more detail later, my main
dependent measure is total employee performance on an experimental task performed over seven
work periods.® | manipulate the presence of RPI at two levels: RPI and No RPI. In the RPI
condition, employees receive feedback about their performance rank on a task relative to the other
employees in their group (i.e., RPI) after each of the seven work periods. In the No RPI condition,
employees do not receive any performance rank feedback. I manipulate the presence of a
supervisor at three levels. In the No Supervisor (NoSup) condition, there is no mention of a
supervisor to the employees. In the Supervisor (Sup) condition, a supervisor is present and
employees know that their supervisor has access to RPI about the employees in their group after
each period. The Supervisor Awards Bonus (SupBonus) condition is the same as the Sup condition
except for the supervisor also subjectively awards a bonus to one employee in their group in the
final work period. Figure 1 Panel B indicates which specific cells | use to test my hypotheses and

research question. Details regarding these tests are provided when reporting my results.

" LIONESS is a web-based platform constructed specifically for interactive experiments. See lioness-lab.org for more
details.

8 As explained in the Results section, | use training period performance as a control variable. Thus, | test and report
the adjusted means of total employee performance after controlling for performance in the training period.
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Figure 1 Experimental Design

Panel A - 2 X 3 Design

Supervisor Manipulation

. . Supervisor Awards
No Supervisor Supervisor
(NoSup) (Sup) Bonus
(SupBonus)
RPI

No RPI Cell 1 Cell Cell 4

Manipulation ° € ell 3 €
RPI Cell 2 Cell 4 Cell 6

Panel B — Hypotheses Tests

H1: When no supervisor is present, employee performance will be greater when employees have
RPI than when they do not. Cell 2 > Cell 1. Replication of RPI effect.

H2: When a supervisor is present and has RPI information, employee performance will be higher
than when no supervisor is present. Cell 3 > Cell 1. Evidence of impression management effect.
H3: The positive difference in employee performance between providing versus not providing
RPI will be smaller when a supervisor is present than when no supervisor is present. Test 2 X 2
interaction of cells 1, 2, 3, and 4. The difference between Cell 2 and Cell 1 will be greater than
the difference between Cell 4 and Cell 3.

RQ: Does support for H3 depend on whether the economic incentives to impress the supervisor

are or are not explicitly stated? Test 2 X 2 interaction of cells 1, 2, 5, and 6.

3.3.3 Procedures

In the experiment, participants assumed the role of either an employee or a supervisor in

their assigned experimental condition. All employees completed a work period in which they
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worked on the slider task described below and then received performance information about their
personal performance. In conditions with a supervisor, employees’ work was overseen by a
supervisor. This process of completing a work period and then receiving personal performance
information was repeated for each of the seven work periods.

| use a slightly adapted version of the basic slider task used by Chan (2018).° In each work
period, employees saw a web page with 40 sliders. Employees needed to adjust each slider from
its original position of 0 to a required position (e.g., 35). The required position of each slider was
randomly determined beforehand, and all employees saw the same order of required slider
positions. My main dependent variable is employee performance measured as the cumulative
number of correctly completed sliders (i.e., the slider has been moved to the required position)
over the seven work periods.

Figure 2 provides timelines showing the steps in my experiment for the different
conditions. | first describe the steps and procedures for the NoSup conditions and then describe

how the steps and procedures are modified in the Sup and SupBonus conditions.

9 Chan’s (2018) basic slider task requires participants to move each slider to the position 50; my slider task varies the
position required for each slider. This is to discourage participants from using their first correctly completed slider as
a guide to help them complete the other sliders, as suggested by Gill and Prowse (2015).
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Figure 2 Experiment Timeline

No Supervisor Condition (NoSup)

No mention of asupervisoris

made to employees.

RPI manipulation occurs. Employees eitherreceivea
Performance Summary (No RPI) ora Performance
Summary and a Performance Rank Report (RPI).

) 2

L 2

2) Task Instructions | 3) Role and Condition . 5) Performance 6) Complete 7) Notified of
1) Consent . . " . 4) Work Period . .
and Training Period| Specific Instructions Information PEQ Earnings
Repeated 7 times
Supervisor Condition (Sup)
Employeesare told asupervisoris RPI manipulation occurs. Employees eitherreceive
presentand will receive RPl based on a Performance Summary (No RPI) ora Performance
the employees' performance. Summary and a Performance Rank Report (RPI).
2) Task Instructions | 3) Role and Condition . 5) Performance 6) Complete 7) Notified of
Employee . . . . 4) Work Period . .
and Training Period| Specific Instructions Information PEQ Earnings
Repeated 7 times
1) Consent and
Assignment to Roles
Repeated 7 times
Supervisor 2) Task Instructions | 3) Role and Condition |4) Wait for employees 5) Performance 6) Complete 7) Notified of
P and Training Period| Specific Instructions | to finish work period Information PEQ Earnings

%

Supervisorsreceive RPI based on the cumulative number of sliders
the employeesintheirgroup have completed.
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Supervisor Awards Bonus (SupBonus )

Employees are told a supervisor is present, will receive RPI
based on the employees' performance, and will select one
employee to receive a special bonus at the end of the work

RPI manipulation occurs. Employees either receive a
Performance Summary (No RP!) or a Performance

Employee

1) Consent and
Assignment to Roles

Sup eb

periods, Summary and a Performance Rank Report (RP1).
2) Task Instructions | 3) Role and Condition . 5) Performance 6) Complete 7) Notified of
o ] . ) 4) Work Period ) )

and Training Period| Specific Instructions Information PEQ Earnings
Repeated 7 times
Repeated 7 times

2) Task Instructions | 3) Role and Condition |4) Wait for employees|5) Performance Information| ©6) Complete 7) Notified of

and Training Period| Specific Instructions | to finish work period and *Bonus Decision PEQ Earnings

%

Supervisors receive RPI based on the cumulative number of sliders
the employees in their group have completed after each work
period. *Only after the final work period, supervisors select one
employee to receive a special bonus.
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3.3.3.1 NoSup Conditions

In step 1, participants provide consent to participate, after which they enter a virtual lobby
where they wait for other participants to consent to participate. Once four participants are in the
waiting lobby, the software identifies them as a complete group of four employees and takes them
to the instructions page. These groups of four employees are fixed throughout the experiment.

In step 2, instructions on how to complete the slider task are read aloud as employees
followed along. All participants then performed the slider task for a 60-second training period to
familiarize themselves with the task. Participants were paid $0.05 per completed slider during the
training period to encourage them to take the task seriously because performance in the training
period would be used to control for differences in ability in subsequent statistical tests.

In step 3, instructions for the specific RPI condition within the NoSup condition (No RPI
or RPI) were read aloud as employees followed along. Importantly, no mention of a supervisor is
made to employees in either the No RPI or RPI conditions within the NoSup condition to make it
less likely that employees would think about a supervisor. Additionally, all employees in both
NoSup conditions were told they would receive a Performance Summary after each work period
identifying how many sliders they personally completed in that period. Only employees in the RPI
condition were told they would also receive an Individual Rank Report. This Individual Rank
Report operationalizes the RPI manipulation by showing the ranks of the employees in the four-
member group based on their relative cumulative performance. The specific wording used to
inform employees of the performance summary and performance rank report is “you will receive

a Performance Summary” in the No RPI condition, or “you will receive a Performance Summary
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and an Individual Rank Report” in the RPI condition.!® After reading the instructions specific to
their condition (i.e., No RPI or RPI), but before the first work period began, each group of
employees was told to stand up and recognize the other employees in their group.*

Employees began the first work period in step 4, with steps 4 and 5 being repeated for each
of the seven work periods. In step 4, employees completed a 90-second work period in which they
worked on the slider task. In step 5, employees received their performance information, either the
Performance Summary in the No RPI condition or the Performance Summary and the Individual
Rank Report in the RPI condition.

After the final (seventh) work period was completed in step 5, in step 6 employees
completed the post-experimental questionnaire (hereafter, PEQ), and then were notified of their
total earnings, which consisted of the flat fee of $9.50 plus their earnings from the training period,

in step 7.

3.3.3.2 Sup Conditions

Participants in the Sup conditions follow the same general procedures as those described
above for the NoSup conditions with several necessary modifications as described next.

In step 1, after five participants (rather than four in the NoSup conditions) provide consent
and enter the virtual lobby, one participant is randomly assigned to the role of supervisor, and the

remaining four participants are assigned as the four employees for the group. Participants were not

10 While irrelevant for the NoSup conditions, this wording is intentionally vague as to the source of the information to
make it less likely that employees in the Sup and SupBonus conditions will consider whether their supervisor chose to
give them the RPI information. This also helps to avoid a compound manipulation, i.e., whether a supervisor is present
and whether a supervisor chooses to provide employees with RP1 in the RPI conditions. Thus, to maintain consistency,
I use this same wording across the NoSup, Sup, and SupBonus conditions.

11 This was done to increase the salience of social comparison for those in the RPI conditions and the salience of a
supervisor in the Sup and SupBonus conditions. A similar approach has been used in previous research (Tafkov 2013).
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informed of their role assignment until step 3 so that participants’ role would not influence their
behavior during the training period.

In step 2, all participants (i.e., both supervisors and employees) complete the training
period. | had supervisors complete the training period so they would understand the task that their
four employees were performing during the work periods.

In step 3, participants are informed of their role assignment and follow along as instructions
specific to their role (i.e., employee or supervisor) and conditions (i.e., No RPI or RPI) were read
aloud. Importantly, employees were informed that their supervisor would have relative
performance information about the four employees in their group. Thus, employees knew that the
supervisor had RPI, fulfilling the necessary condition described when developing H2.
Additionally, when groups were asked to stand up to recognize who was in their group, the
supervisor was told to raise their hand to make sure employees knew who their supervisor was.
This was done to increase the salience of the supervisor.

In step 4, the supervisor waited for 90 seconds while the employees completed the work

period, after which the supervisor received the Performance Rank Report in step 5.

3.3.3.3 SupBonus Conditions

The procedures for participants in the SupBonus conditions were the same as those for the
Sup conditions except that the supervisor also selected an employee to receive a special bonus after
all work periods were completed. Thus, in step 2, employees were also told the supervisor would
select one employee to receive a special bonus (equal to $1.50) after the seventh work period.
Additionally, in step 5 of the last work period, supervisors selected an employee to receive the

bonus, which increased the total earnings for that employee in the experiment.
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3.3.4 Post-Experimental Questionnaire

After completing the experimental procedures, participants in all conditions completed a
PEQ. The PEQ had three parts: process measures, manipulation checks, and demographics.
Participants assigned the role of employee completed all three parts, while participants assigned
to the role of supervisor only completed the demographics part. In the process measure section,
participants in all conditions responded to questions designed to measure their level of social
comparison engagement, while participants in the Sup and SupBonus conditions also responded to
questions designed to measure their level of impression management engagement (details provided
later).!? Manipulation check questions were included to check the effectiveness of my
manipulations of the presence or absence of RPI and the presence or absence of a supervisor. All
participants were asked to identify whether they received RPI (i.e., received the Individual Rank
Report) and whether their group was overseen by a supervisor. Additionally, participants assigned
to a supervisor condition were asked to identify whether the supervisor selected one employee
from their group to receive a bonus. Finally, demographic data collected included age, gender, and

year in school.

12 Only participants in the Sup and SupBonus conditions were asked questions regarding their impression management
engagement because participants in the NoSup conditions did not have a supervisor, thus the questions of how much
they wanted to impress their supervisor would not have made sense to them.

36



3.4 Results

Two hundred nine (209) participants completed the study over 35 experimental sessions,
183 in the role of an employee and 26 in the role of a supervisor. Sixty-five (65) percent of
participants were female, 11.5 percent were graduate students, and their average age was 20.43
years.'® Participants earned on average $10.17.

Table 2, Panel A reports Employee Performance, the standard deviation, and the number
of participants for the No RPI — NoSup, RPI — NoSup, No RPI — Sup, and RPI — Sup conditions.
Each employee’s performance is calculated as the cumulative number of correctly completed
sliders over the seven work periods. Employee Performance reported in Table 2 is the mean of the
performance of the individual employees in each condition after adjusting for differences in ability
by statistically controlling for their performance in the training period.** Thus, Employee
Performance reported in Table 2 and shown in Figure 3 should reflect differences in effort due to
my manipulations rather than differences in ability. These are the dependent measures that are
used in all of my statistical tests of Employee Performance because in all of those tests I include

training period performance as a covariate.

13 The percentage of graduate students and the average age was higher in the No RPI — NoSup condition than in the
other conditions. If | control for these variables, my results are unchanged. There are no other significant demographic
differences between conditions.

14 Other studies use initial performance to control for individual characteristics (He 2021). Anecdotally, in testing my
instrument | observed significant variation in individuals’ ability to complete the slider task. This is supported in the
training period data where the average number of sliders completed was 11.057 with a standard deviation of 3.97. The
average number of sliders and standard deviation in the training period did not differ between conditions. Thus,
controlling for differences in employees’ ability should decrease the amount of noise in my results.
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Table 2 Primary Dependent Variable - Employee Performance (Number of Sliders Completed)

Panel A — Adjusted Cell Means, Standard Deviation, and Cell Sizes

Supervisor Manipulation®

No Supervisor (NoSup) Supervisor (Sup)
162.68°¢ 175.47°¢
No RPI [St.Dev=25.24] [St.Dev=25.24]
; : na (n=39)¢ (n=24)
RPI Manipulation 173.24°¢ 171.92°¢
RPI [St.Dev=25.27] [St.Dev=25.24]
(n=40) (n=28)

? RPI is manipulated at two levels: Participants in the No RPI condition do not receive RPI.
Participants in the RPI condition are informed of their relative rank among the group of four
workers they are assigned to after every work period.

b This table presents data for two levels of the presence of a supervisor manipulation: No
Supervisor (NoSup) and Supervisor (Sup). There is no mention of a supervisor to the
participants in the NoSup condition. In the Sup condition, participants know that a participant
assigned to the supervisor role receives an RPI report after each work period.

¢ The main dependent variable, employee performance, is the cumulative number of sliders
correctly completed by employees over all 7 work periods. Because I control for training
period performance, the adjusted means (i.e., means after controlling for training period
performance) are presented.

4 One group only had 3 participants. Because this was in the No RPI - NoSup condition, it is
unlikely that not having exactly 4 participants in a group affected employees’ performance. The
results remain unchanged if I remove this group.

Panel B — One-way ANCOVA for RPI’s Effect on Employee Performance When No
Supervisor is Present

Source of Variation df MS F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
(one-tailed)
RPI (H1) 1 2,257.21 3.78 .056 (.028)
Training Period Performance 1 33,347.63 84.26 <.001
Residual 76 596.66
Total 78 1025.50
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Panel C — One-way ANCOVA for the Effect of the Presence of a Supervisor on Employee
Performance When Employees Don’t Receive RPI

Source of Variation df MS F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
(one-tailed)
Sup (H2) 1 2,349.74 3.63 .062 (.031)
Training Period Performance 1 41,786.49 64.57 <.001
Residual 60 647.18
Total 62 1,346.01

Panel D — Two-way ANCOVA for the Effect of RPI and the Presence of a Supervisor on
Employee Performance

Source of Variation df MS F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
(one-tailed)
RPI 1 382.96 0.60 440 (.220)
Sup 1 1026.09 1.61 207 (.103)
RPI*Sup 1 1552.50 2.44 121 (.060)
Training Period Performance 1 53650.52 84.26 <.001
Residual 126 636.76
Total 130 1055.30

Panel E — Test of Simple Main Effects on Employee Performance

RPI Simple Effects
Condition (df1, df2) F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
(one-tailed)
NoSup (H1) (1, 126) 3.44 .066 (.033)
Sup (1, 126) 0.25 .614 (.307)
Sup Simple Effects®
Condition (df1, df2) F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
(one-tailed)
No RPI (H2) (1, 126) 3.81 .053 (.027)
RPI (1, 126) 0.04 .833 (.417)
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Figure 3 Effect of RPI and the Presence of a Supervisor on Employee Performance
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2The total number of sliders completed is adjusted to control for training period performance.
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Ninety-five percent of participants correctly identified whether they received RPI and
eighty-two percent correctly identified whether a supervisor was present. For both manipulation
checks, the majority of participants who incorrectly answered the question (5 out of 7 for the RPI
question and 22 out of 24 for the presence of a supervisor question) failed to correctly identify the
absence of the manipulation (i.e., said RPI or a supervisor were present when in fact they were
not). Including such data in my analysis biases against finding support for my hypotheses because
this could artificially inflate employee performance in the No RPI and NoSup conditions.
Therefore, my tests are conservative because | include all observations in my analyses. However,
| also conduct all analyses excluding the participants who failed the manipulation checks and all

statistical inferences but one are unchanged.®

3.4.1 Test of Hypothesis 1

My first hypothesis predicts that when no supervisor is present, employee performance will
be greater when employees have RPI than when they do not. To test this hypothesis, | compare
employee performance in the No RPI — NoSup condition to that in the RPI — NoSup condition.
These conditions most closely replicate the setting in most previous RPI studies. As shown in
Table 2 Panel B, employee performance is significantly higher (p = .028, one-tailed) in the RPI —

NoSup condition (173.24) than in the No RPI — NoSup condition (162.68).1¢ This supports H1 by

15 The only difference in inferences of my results is if | remove participants who incorrectly answered the manipulation
check regarding the presence of RPI, the test of my first hypothesis (i.e., the difference in employee performance
between the No RPI — NoSup and No RPI — Sup conditions) is just outside of traditional significance (p = .107, one-
tailed). This decrease in significance can be attributed to the increase in the adjusted mean performance of those in
the No RPI — NoSup condition (166.43), where three of the lowest-performing participants were dropped.

16 All reported p-values for directional predictions are one-tailed. For non-directional predictions, | use two-tailed p-
values and indicate that when reporting the p-value.
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replicating the prior finding that providing employees with RPI increases their performance as
compared to not providing RPI.

The underlying theory for the difference in performance predicted and found in my test of
H1 is that employees’ level of social comparison will be higher when they are provided with RPI.
Thus, measures of employees’ social comparison would be expected to be higher in the RPI-NoSup
condition compared to the No RPI — NoSup condition. Following previous research, I measure
employees’ social comparison engagement based on employee’s responses to two questions: (1)
“How often did you think about how your performance compared with the other Workers in your
Group?” (Thinking) and (2) “How concerned were you about how well you performed relative to
the other Workers in your group?” (Concern).!” 18 Responses to both questions were on a seven-
point scale, with endpoints of 1 (Never/Not at all concerned) and 7 (Very often/Very concerned).
| use a factor score of these two questions as my measure of social comparison engagement (factor
analysis Eigenvalue = 1.14).° Table 3, Panel A reports the mean and standard deviations of
participants’ these social comparison engagement measures for the No RPI —NoSup, RP1 —NoSup.
Table 3, Panel B, shows that, consistent with expectations, social comparison engagement is
significantly higher (p < .001) in the RPI — NoSup condition (4.85) than in the No RPI — NoSup

condition (3.19).

" These two questions are adopted from Tafkov (2013). Additionally, a third question regarding social comparison
engagement was asked, but not used in the measure of social comparison engagement. | discuss this further after
testing H3.

18 While providing RPI to employees has been shown to increase employees’ social comparison engagement, it is
reasonable to expect the presence of a supervisor may also increase employees’ social comparison engagement.
Specifically, even when employees did not receive RPI, they could be concerned about how their performance
compared to the other employees when a supervisor was present because they knew the supervisor would view their
relative performance. This could lead to a high correlation between employee social comparison engagement and
impression management engagement. | discuss this further when testing H2.

1 Following Tafkov (2013), each participant’s factor score is calculated as the weighted sum of their responses to the
PEQ questions, with each response weighted by its factor weighting obtained from the factor analysis.
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Table 3 Employee Social Comparison Engagement

Panel A —Cell Means, Standard Deviation, and Cell Sizes

Supervisor Manipulation®

No Supervisor (NoSup) Supervisor (Sup)
3.19¢ 4.14¢
No RPI [St.Dev=1.53] [St.Dev=1.53]
i i na (n=39) (n=24)
RPI Manipulation 4.85¢ 433¢
RPI [St.Dev=1.33] [St.Dev=1.41]
(n=40) (n=28)

? RPI is manipulated at two levels: Participants in the No RPI condition do not receive RPI.
Participants in the RPI condition are informed of their relative rank among the group of four
workers they are assigned to after every work period.

® This table presents data for two levels of the presence of a supervisor manipulation: No
Supervisor (NoSup) and Supervisor (Sup). There is no mention of a supervisor to the
participants in the NoSup condition. In the Sup condition, participants know that a participant
assigned to the supervisor role receives an RPI report after each work period.

¢ Social comparison engagement is the factor score based on employees’ responses to two
questions (Thinking and Concern), each on a scale from 1 to 7, adapted from Tafkov (2013).

Panel B — One-way ANCOVA for RPI’s Effect on Social Comparison Engagement When No

Supervisor is Present

Source of Variation df MS F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
RPI 1 54.05 26.09 <.001
Training Period Performance 1 0.26 0.13 723
Residual 76 2.07
Total 78 2.72

Panel C — One-way ANCOVA for the Effect of the Presence of a Supervisor on Social

Comparison Engagement

Source of Variation df MS F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
Sup 1 13.19 5.57 .022
Training Period Performance 1 0.42 0.18 .675
Residual 60 2.37
Total 62 2.51
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3.4.2 Test of Hypothesis 2

My second hypothesis predicts that when a supervisor is present and has RPI information,
employee performance will be higher than when no supervisor is present. This hypothesis applies
only to cases in which employees are not provided with RPI so that the effect of the presence of a
supervisor can be isolated from any RPI effect. Thus, to test H2, | compare employee performance
in the No RPI — Sup condition to the No RPI — NoSup condition. As shown in Table 2 Panel C,
consistent with H2, | find that employee performance is significantly higher (p = .031) in the No
RPI — Sup condition (175.47) than in the No RPI — NoSup condition (162.68). This result is
consistent with a significant impression management effect, i.e., when a supervisor is present,
employees try to impress their supervisor by increasing their performance to outperform their
coworkers.

| use my impression management measures to provide further evidence that the results for
H2 reported above result from employees’ attempts to manage their supervisor’s impressions. In
the PEQ, employees responded to three impression management engagement questions: (1) To
what extent did you want to impress your Supervisor by outperforming the other Workers in your
group? (Outperform) (2) To what extent did you want to impress your Supervisor so that they
would think highly of you as a worker? (Think Highly) (3) To what extent did you want to impress
your Supervisor so that they might give you a reward? (Reward). Responses were measured on a
scale from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (To a great extent). Only employees in conditions with a supervisor
present were asked these questions because the questions only made sense for such employees. As
for my measure of social comparison engagement, | use factor scores as my measure of impression

management engagement.
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Table 4, Panel A reports employees’ mean impression management engagement and
standard deviation for the No RPI — Sup and RPI — Sup conditions. Because employees in the
NoSup condition did not answer the impression management engagement questions, | cannot
compare impression management engagement between the No RPI — NoSup and No RPI — Sup
conditions. However, because my underlying theory suggests a positive relationship between
impression management engagement and employee performance, | can test to see whether such a
relationship exists within the No RPI — Sup condition. Table 4 Panel B presents the results of a
regression analysis showing a significant positive effect (9.15, p = .004) of impression
management engagement on employee performance. This positive effect provides evidence
consistent with the theory that employees’ desire to impress their supervisor by outperforming

their coworkers increases their performance.
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Table 4 Employee Impression Management Engagement

Panel A —Cell Means, Standard Deviation, and Cell Sizes

Supervisor Manipulation®

Supervisor (Sup) Supervisor Awards Bonus
(SupBonus)

4.64¢ 5.56°¢

No RPI [St.Dev=1.77] [St.Dev=1.45]
. _— (n=24) (n=24)
RPI Manipulation 4.90°¢ 477°¢

RPI [St.Dev=1.86] [St.Dev=1.88]
(n=28) (n=28)

# RPI is manipulated at two levels: Participants in the No RPI condition do not receive RPI.
Participants in the RPI condition are informed of their relative rank among the group of four
workers they are assigned to after every work period.

® This table presents data for two levels of the presence of a supervisor manipulation: No
Supervisor (NoSup) and Supervisor (Sup). There is no mention of a supervisor to the
participants in the NoSup condition. In the Sup condition, participants know that a participant
assigned to the supervisor role receives an RPI report after each work period.

¢ Employee impression management is the factor score of employees’ responses to three
questions (Outperform, Think Highly, and Reward) each on a scale from 1 to 7.

Panel B — Regression of Employee Performance on Impression Management Engagement
within the No RPI — Sup Condition

Variable Coefficient t p-value two-tailed
(one-tailed)
IM 9.15 2.97 .007 (.004)
Training Period Performance 4.21 3.50 .002
Intercept 87.08 5.16 <.001

Panel C — One-way ANCOVA for the Effect of RPI on Impression Management
Engagement When Supervisor is Present

Source of Variation df MS F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
(one-tailed)
RPI 1 0.87 0.27 .608
Training Period Performance 1 5.89 1.81 1853
Residual 49 3.26
Total 51 3.27
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Panel D — Regression of Employee Performance on Impression Management Engagement
within the RPI — Sup Condition

Variable Coefficient t p-value two-tailed
(one-tailed)
IM -1.51 -0.58 .568
Training Period Performance 4.11 341 .002
Intercept 134.42 7.23 <.001

Panel E — One-way ANCOVA for the Difference in Impression Management Engagement
Between No RPI — SupBonus and No RPI — Sup Conditions

Source of Variation df MS F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
SupBonus 1 8.78 3.44 .070
Training Period Performance 1 5.74 2.25 .140
Residual 45 2.55
Total 47 2.78

Panel F — Regression of Employee Performance on Impression Management Engagement
within the No RPI — SupBonus Condition

Variable Coefficient t p-value two-tailed
IM 2.77 0.98 339
Training Period Performance 5.88 4.98 <.001
Intercept 83.47 3.96 .001

While I expect impression management to be the primary factor underlying employees’
response to the presence of a supervisor, social comparison may also play a role. That is,
employees’ desire to impress their supervisor is likely to cause employees to want to outperform
their co-workers and think about how their performance compares to their co-workers, resulting
in increased levels of social comparison when a supervisor is present. As shown in Table 3, Panel
C, I find that social comparison engagement is significantly higher (p = .022, two-tailed) in the No

RPI — Sup condition (4.14) than in the No RPI — NoSup condition (3.19). Because employees in
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these two conditions do not receive RPI, the increase in social comparison engagement is likely
due to employees thinking about how they compare to the other employees because of their desire

to impress their supervisor by outperforming the other employees in their group.?°

3.4.3 Tests of Hypothesis 3

My third hypothesis predicts that the positive effect of RPI on employee performance will
be smaller when a supervisor is present than when no supervisor is present. To test this hypothesis,
| perform a two-way ANCOVA.? As seen in Table 2, Panel D, | find a significant interaction
between RPI and the presence of a supervisor on employee performance (p = .060, one-tailed).??
Table 2, Panel E provides a simple effects analysis showing that, consistent with my earlier test of
H1, RPI significantly increases performance (p = .033, one-tailed) when no supervisor is present
(No RP1162.68 vs RPI 173.24) but does not significantly affect performance (p = .614, two-tailed)
when a supervisor is present (No RPI 175.47 vs RPI 171.92). Additionally, consistent with my
earlier test of H2, the presence of a supervisor increases performance (p = .027, one-tailed) when
employees do not receive RPI (NoSup 162.68 vs. Sup 175.47) but does not significantly affect

performance (p = .833, two-tailed) when employees receive RP1 (NoSup 173.24 vs. Sup 171.92).

20 The Pearson correlation between employees’ social comparison engagement and impression management
engagement in the No RPI — Sup condition is 0.676 (p < .001). This supports the idea that social comparison and
impression management are not mutually exclusive effects. However, it also suggests that social comparison
engagement can be prompted by two different factors, providing RPI to employees and the presence of a supervisor.
I discuss this more in Section 3.5.

21 | also test two sets of custom contrast weights: No RPI — NoSup (—4)[-3], RPI — NoSup (+1)[+1], No RPI — Sup (+1)
[+1], and RPI — Sup (+2)[+1] and find these contrasts are significant (p = .037, two-tailed) [p = .027, two-tailed].

22 Because in H3 | predict a specific pattern for my interaction, specifically a negative interaction, it is appropriate to
use a one-tailed test. A linear regression test reveals that the coefficient on the interaction term is indeed negative (-
14.10).
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Overall, these results are consistent with H3. That is, there is no incremental effect of providing
RPI to employees when a supervisor is present.

In the development of H3, I suggested two reasons why the effect of the presence of a
supervisor could dominate the effect of RPI on employee performance. Employees could focus so
heavily on impressing their supervisor that they no longer focus on trying to improve their self-
image when provided with RPI, or, alternatively, there is a ceiling effect because employees have
already boosted their effort, and thus their performance, so much in response to the presence of a
supervisor that there is not much room to increase performance further when also provided with
RPI. I next offer some insight into how and why | find support for H3 by examining the combined
effects of the presence of a supervisor and RPI on impression management engagement and social
comparison engagement.

| first analyze impression management engagement to better understand why | provide
support for H3. Table 4, Panel A, shows that, when a supervisor is present, impression management
engagement is very similar (p = .608 in Panel C) in the No RPI (4.64) and RPI (4.90) conditions.
This is consistent with employees continuing to focus on the presence of a supervisor when they
are provided with RPI information to the same extent they did when they did not have RPI. That
is, the presence of RPI did not cause employees to be less concerned about impressing their
manager. This pattern of impression management engagement is, in turn, consistent with employee
performance being similar in the No RPI (175.47) and RPI1 (171.92) conditions when a supervisor
is present. Overall, these results suggest that, when a supervisor is present, providing RPI does not
incrementally increase employee performance because employees’ effort, and thus their
performance, has already reached a ceiling because they have worked so hard to impress their

supervisor. However, the pattern for employee performance could also reflect the fact that, when
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a supervisor is present and RP1 is provided, employees limited attention causes them to only attend
to the presence of a supervisor and mostly ignore how the relative performance information they
are provided affects their self-image. Importantly, consistent with the development of H3, in either
case the effect of the presence of a supervisor dominates the effect of RPI.

To offer further insight for why | find support for H3, I also analyze social comparison
engagement. As discussed in conjunction with the results for H2, the presence of a supervisor
appears to increase social comparison concerns even in the absence of RPI. This is demonstrated
by the significant increase (p =.022) in social comparison engagement measure from the No RP1-
No Sup (3.19) to the No RPI-Sup (4.14) condition reported in Table 3. Moreover, Table 3 also
shows that when a supervisor is present, social comparison engagement is quite similar (p=.625)
when employees are provided with RPI (4.33) and when they are not (4.14). Thus, it appears that
providing RPI has no incremental effect on social comparison when a supervisor is present. As for
impression management engagement, this similarity in social comparison engagement is again
consistent with employee performance being similar in the RPI (171.92) and No RPI (175.47)
conditions when a supervisor is present. Also, as for impression management engagement, these
results again suggest that, when a supervisor is present, the reason employee performance is similar
when employees have RPI compared to when they do not is that the effect of the presence of a

supervisor dominates the effect of RPI.

3.4.4 Supplementary Analysis

Previous research has shown that the effect of RPI on performance is mediated by the
employee’s level of social comparison engagement (Tafkov 2013). For completeness, | also test a
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modified mediation model that takes into account the specific features of my study. As explained
earlier, as in prior research, | expect social comparison engagement to be higher when employees
have RPI than when they do not when no supervisor is present. However, | expect the effect of
RPI on social comparison engagement to be diminished when a supervisor is present because
impression management becomes a more dominant force. Therefore, | include a moderator for the
presence of a supervisor in the link between RPI and the mediator, social comparison engagement,
in my model (see Figure 4). Of course, the main dependent variable in the model is employee
performance and | expect the mediator, social comparison engagement, to positively affect
employee performance. As explained previously, | measure social comparison engagement based
on employees’ responses to the Thinking and Concern PEQ questions. Participants also responded
to a third question related to social comparison, Interference, which asked, “To what extent did
thinking about how your performance compared with the other Workers in your group interfere
with your ability to concentrate on the slider task?”” While higher responses to the Thinking and
Concern questions indicate higher levels of social comparison engagement, which are expected to
increase performance, the Interference question captures the extent to which greater social
comparison interferes with, and thus reduces, employee performance. 2 Therefore, the effect of

social comparison engagement on performance is expected to depend on participants’ level of

23 The mean responses to the Interference question in Tafkov (2013) (No RPI = 2.20) (Private RPI = 2.25) show that
participants in his study did not appear to answer this question differentially across his No RPI and RPI conditions,
which is in contrast to my study (No RPI — NoSup = 2.64) (RPI — NoSup = 3.65) (NoRPI — Sup = 3.00) (RPI - Sup =
3.61). This explains why responses to this question is an important moderator of the relationship between social
comparison and performance in my study but not in his.
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reported interference.?* Consequently, | include Interference in my model as a moderator of the

relation between social comparison engagement and employee performance. %

Figure 4 Moderated-Mediation of Social Comparison Engagement

Social Comparison Engagement: Measured Using Thinking and Concern

0.94

Sup &:fﬁ) Interference

Social Comparison
-1.48 Engagement
(p=.005) 5.05
167 (p=.152)
(p<.001) i
Employee
RPI > pioy
5.57 Performance
(p=.224)

Index of moderated moderated mediation: 3.14, Confidence Interval (0.55, 6.69)

Regression coefficients and two-tailed p-values for the model based on Hayes (2022) PROCESS
macro. Social comparison engagement is the factor score based on the factor analysis of
employees’ responses to two questions (Thinking and Concern), while Interference is
employees’ raw score. Each question is on a scale from 1 to 7, adapted from Tafkov (2013).

| use the Hayes (2022) PROCESS macro to test my moderated-mediation model. The

results are reported in Figure 4. As expected, there is a significant negative interaction (-1.48, p =

24 For example, social comparison engagement will have a less positive effect on performance for an employee who
reported that thinking about how their performance compared with others interfered with their performance than an
employee who reported that thinking about how their performance compared with others did not interfere with their
performance.

% If the effect of social comparison engagement on performance depends on participants’ level of reported
interference, participants’ responses to the Interference question cannot be reverse-coded and included in the general
measure of social comparison used to test for a positive relationship with performance. Rather, the most appropriate
use of the Interference question would appear to be as a moderator of the general expectation of a positive relationship
between social comparison and performance.
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.005, two-tailed) between RPI and the presence of a supervisor on social comparison engagement
and a positive significant effect of social comparison engagement on employee performance (8.86,
p =.002, two-tailed).?® Consistent with the significant interaction, social comparison engagement
is significantly higher (p < .001) in the RPI (4.85) than No RPI (3.19) condition when no
supervisor is present, but not when a supervisor is present (4.33 in the RPI condition and 4.14 in
the no RPI condition). This overall pattern of results is consistent with the previously reported
findings for H3 that there is no incremental positive effect of RPI on employee performance when
a supervisor is present. That is, the positive effect of RPI on social comparison is diminished when
a supervisor is present and this, in turn, reduced the difference in employee performance between
the RPI and No RPI conditions.

When interpreting the results of this model, it is important to recall that, as shown in the
previously reported results for H2, the presence of a supervisor can affect social comparison when
employees do not have RPI. Thus, social comparison engagement is not a good measure of social
comparison induced by the availability of RPI when a supervisor is present. Consistent with this,
as shown in Figure 4, | find that both RPI (1.67, p < .001, two-tailed) and the presence of a
supervisor (0.94, p = .013, two-tailed) independently increase my social comparison engagement
measure. The separate effect of the presence of a supervisor is consistent with the previously
reported results for H2 showing that the presence of a supervisor significantly increased social
comparison engagement even when employees did not have RPI. Therefore, as discussed

previously, the social comparison engagement measure in my conditions when a supervisor is

26 Consistent with my expectations, the relation between social comparison engagement and employee performance
is significantly negatively moderated by Interference (-2.13, p =.006, two-tailed). This suggests that, in general, higher
levels of social comparison engagement result in higher performance, but this effect is reduced when the employee
feels that engaging in social comparison interfered with their performance.
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present appears to capture social comparison due to impression management rather than social
comparison induced by RPI. As such, my mediation model results are consistent with my earlier
conclusion that the reason that RPI does not incrementally increase employee performance when
a supervisor is present is because the impression management induced by the presence of a

supervisor dominates the effect of RPI.

3.4.5 Research Question — Supervisor Awards a Bonus

My research question asks whether support for H3 depends on whether the economic
incentives to impress the supervisor are or are not explicitly stated.?” My expectation was that
support for H3 would be the same or stronger when a supervisor is present and awards a bonus
(i.e., employees had an explicit economic incentive to impress their supervisor) as when a
supervisor is present but does not award a bonus.

Table 5, Panel A presents the adjusted means for employee performance, standard
deviations, and cell sizes for the No RPI — NoSup, RPI — NoSup, No RPI — SupBonus, and RPI —
SupBonus conditions. Figure 5 presents these adjusted means of employee performance
graphically. As can be seen, there is no difference in employee performance between the No RPI
— NoSup (164.43) and the No RPI — SupBonus (165.48) conditions (untabulated ANCOVA p =
.975, two-tailed). The lack of increase in performance in the No RPI — SupBonus condition

compared to the No RPI —NoSup condition is difficult to explain given the results of my earlier

27 While not the focus of my study, | find that the supervisors in the SupBonus conditions chose the highest performing
employee to receive the bonus in all but one instance; in that instance the supervisor chose the employee who was the
highest performing employee in all but the last round. This is consistent with the results in Chan (2018). As a reminder,
the supervisor’s compensation was not tied to employee performance to avoid any reciprocity effects.
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tests of H2 that showed employee performance increased in the No RPI — Sup condition compared
to the No RPI1 —NoSup condition. That is, employee performance increased in the No RPI - Sup
condition in which there are only behavioral reasons to impress the supervisor, but did not increase
in the No RPI —SupBonus condition in which employees have the same behavioral reasons as well
as explicitly stated economic reasons to work hard to impress their supervisor. This unexpected
result also explains why there is no significant interaction (Table 5, Panel B, p = 0.914) when

testing H3 in the same manner as it was tested previously.?

2 While previous RPI research has shown employees may slack-off when they consider a reward unobtainable
(Hannan et al. 2008), this cannot explain the lack of the effect of a supervisor who awards a bonus because the
employees in this comparison were in the NoRPI condition. That is, the employees did not have any information on
how they were performing relative to the other employees in their group and thus could not assess the likelihood of
being selected for the reward.
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Table 5 Employee Performance - NoSup vs. SupBonus

Panel A — Adjusted Cell Means, Standard Deviation, and Cell Sizes

Supervisor Manipulation®

No Supervisor (NoSup) Sup erw(s;:p%ngxg;i)s Bonus
164.43¢ 165.48°¢
No RPI [St.Dev=22.66] [St.Dev=22.71]
. - (n=39) (n=24)
RPI Manipulation 175.18°¢ 177 10°
RPI [St.Dev=22.78] [St.Dev=22.77]
(n=40) (n=28)

? RPI is manipulated at two levels: Participants in the No RPI condition do not receive RPI.
Participants in the RPI condition are informed of their relative rank among the group of four
workers they are assigned to after every work period.

® This table presents data for two levels of the presence of a supervisor manipulation: No
Supervisor (NoSup) and Supervisor Awards Bonus (SupBonus). There is no mention of a
supervisor to the participants in the NoSup condition. In the SupBonus condition, participants
know that a participant assigned to the supervisor role receives an RPI report after each work
period and will select one employee to receive a special bonus after all work periods are
completed.

¢ The main dependent variable is the cumulative number of sliders correctly completed. Because
I control for training period performance, the adjusted means (i.e., means after controlling for
training period performance) are presented.

Panel B — Two-way ANCOVA Results

Source of Variation df MS F-Statistic p-value
Intercept 1 140642.98 274.16 <.001
Training Period Performance 1 53974.15 105.21 <.001
RPI 1 3907.74 7.62 .007
SupBonus 1 67.14 0.13 718
RPI * SupBonus 1 6.04 0.01 914
Error 126 512.99
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Panel C - Test of Simple Main Effects on Employee Performance

RPI Simple Effects
Condition (df1, df2) F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
NoSup (1, 126) 4.43 .037
SupBonus (1, 126) 3.40 .067

SupBonus Simple Effects

Condition (df1, df2) F-Statistic p-value two-tailed
No RPI (1, 126) 0.03 .860
RPI (1, 126) 0.12 734

Figure 5 Effect of RPI and the Presence of a Supervisor who Awards a Bonus on Employee Performance

180

175

170
NoSup

165 —SupBonus

160

Adjusted Number of Sliders Completed?
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2The total number of sliders completed is adjusted to control for training period performance.

Perhaps even more puzzling is that employee performance may actually be lower

(untabulated ANCOVA, p = .105, two-tailed) in the No RPI — SupBonus condition (167.10)
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compared to the No RPI — Sup condition (178.78). This means that when employees have an
explicit economic incentive to perform better, they instead perform worse. | know of no theory for
my setting that can explain decreased employee performance in the No RPI -SupBonus condition.
In an attempt to understand these unexpected results, | examine employee impression management
engagement across the No RP1 -SupBonus and the No RPI -Sup conditions. Table 4, Panel A reports
the mean impression management engagement for the Sup and SupBonus conditions. Table 4,
Panel E shows that impression management engagement is significantly higher (p = .070, two-
tailed) in the No RPI — SupBonus condition (5.56) than in the No RPI — Sup condition (4.64). This
increase in impression management engagement makes the decrease in employee performance
even more puzzling.

To summarize, the results in Table 5 Panel A are very difficult to explain because, when
employees do not have RPI, the presence of a supervisor who awards a bonus does not increase
employee performance compared to when no supervisor is present. Further, a comparison of the
No RPI — SupBonus and the No RPI — Sup conditions shows that when employees have an explicit
economic incentive to perform better, they actually perform worse. Because | know of no theory
for my setting that could explain these results, |1 am left to conclude the employee performance
data in the No RPI — SupBonus condition are unreliable.?® | note that a possible reason for this is

that the sample size in that condition is not large. Consequently, I plan to collect additional data to

2 A possible explanation for this puzzling finding may be that employees in the No RPI — SupBonus condition
experienced choking behavior (Beilock and Carr 2001). If this were the case, it would be reasonable to expect
employees in this condition to score higher on the Interference question. However, untabulated results show that
employees’ Interference scores were not significantly higher in the No RPI — SupBonus condition compared to the
other conditions.
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increase my sample sizes in this and several other conditions when | am able to recruit more

participants.

3.5 Discussion

My study investigates the joint effect of RPI and the presence of a supervisor on employee
performance. | provide evidence of separate effects on performance of both RPI and the presence
of a supervisor. My results indicate that the incremental effect of RPI on employee performance
found in previous studies is eliminated when a supervisor is present and provide some limited
evidence that this effect is due to the presence of the supervisor having a more dominant influence
on employee performance than the availability of RPI.

My study has significant practical implications. Specifically, my findings relate to settings
in which a salient supervisor has RPI regarding employees’ performance, and employees know the
supervisor has this information. My results suggest that, in such settings, firms should consider
whether any benefits of providing employees with RPI outweigh the potential costs when deciding
whether to provide RPI. This is important because previous research has shown that providing RPI
to employees can have negative effects on employee behaviors such as information sharing (Berger
et al. 2019) and employees helping each other (Wang 2017; Black et al. 2019). Thus, if providing
RPI to employees when a supervisor is present does not significantly increase employee
performance, firms may choose not to provide employees with RPI to avoid the negative

consequences of doing so.
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My results likely do not apply to all settings in which employees have a supervisor. For
example, in the setting used by Blanes i Vidal and Nossol (2011) my results would not be expected
to apply. They study warehouse workers in a setting in which it is not clear that the supervisor was
salient, and therefore not clear that employees were very focused on trying to impress their
supervisor. Specifically, it was not clear if the supervisor already had RPI prior to distributing it
to employees. Additionally, the authors indicate that the chance of termination and promotion of
employees in their setting was “close to zero.” As such, it is likely that employees were less
concerned about trying to impress their supervisor, and this allowed performance to increase when
employers were provided with RPI relative to when they were not.

Several other factors that | do not examine in my study could also influence whether the
presence of a supervisor will eliminate the incremental effect of RPI. For example, employees’
relationship with the supervisor or the frequency with which a supervisor monitors employees
could affect employees’ impression management engagement. Such factors could be examined in
future research to see how they affect my findings.

My study also suggests that future RPI research, and more generally research regarding
employee performance, should consider the importance of a supervisor in the setting being studied.
Studies that focus on specific theoretical arguments and therefore are designed to isolate specific
effects may want to continue to downplay or intentionally remove a supervisor from their setting
to avoid confounding effects. However, my results suggest that studies that are intended to
examine the effects of RPI on employee performance in practice should likely include a supervisor.
Excluding a supervisor could result in such studies overstating the potential effect of RPI on

employee performance in many actual business settings.
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The results of my study also offer new insights regarding the construct of social comparison
engagement. | find that employees engage in social comparison when a supervisor is present even
when they do not receive RPI (i.e., in the No RPI — Supervisor condition). This likely happened
because employees were aware that their supervisor knew how their performance compared to
other employees. Thus, employees began thinking about how their performance compared to their
coworkers because they wanted to impress their supervisor by outperforming their coworkers, even
though they would never be informed of their relative performance. This novel result suggests that
social comparison engagement can be activated both by providing employees with RPI and by
having a salient supervisor that employees want to impress.

Therefore, future research should be mindful of potential confounding variables when
measuring social comparison engagement. | propose two potential ways to address this concern.
First, the way social comparison engagement is measured could be refined to specifically focus on
employees engaging in social comparison for self-image purposes rather than social comparison
more generally. Second, research that is focused on the theoretical construct of social comparison
prompted by providing employees with RPI should continue to exclude the presence of a
supervisor in experimental studies, or control for the salience of the supervisor in archival studies
to avoid this confounding effect.

| provide another novel insight regarding social comparison engagement. | find that, while
overall increased social comparison engagement leads to higher performance, there can be a small
negative effect on employee performance because, for some employees, thinking about how they
compared to other employees can interfere with their performance. Future research should be

mindful of this potential negative effect of social comparison engagement as well.
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It is important to note that my study focuses on employees’ desire to impress their
supervisor with their performance. There are many other ways outlined in the impression
management literature that an employee may impress their supervisor (Bolino et al. 2008; Bolino
et al. 2016). Additionally, a limitation of my design is that I am unable to speak to employees’
desire to impress their coworkers. Previous research has shown that high performers in a group
can draw negative attention from their coworkers (Campbell, Liao, Chuang, Zhou, and Dong
2017). Thus, it may be that, when employees are concerned about impressing their coworkers,
employees are less motivated to significantly increase their performance to avoid being viewed as

an overachiever by their coworkers.
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