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Abstract
Effective managerial communications, including performance feedback, support knowledge management, change processes, and innovation. For employees, feedback clarifies how their work contributes to the organisation, and helps identify performance issues and developmental pathways. For managers, feedback exchanges also present opportunities to elicit input from employees and to draw on their unique perspectives and talent. Achieving these outcomes requires that managers hone their feedback skills and develop an environment where both parties feel safe to communicate openly. Yet, many managers report discomfort around feedback exchanges, and some even avoid them. This study explores managers’ perceptions of their feedback quality and its relationship to feedback approaches. Data collected from 130 managers in a healthcare organisation in New Zealand shows that feedback quality perceptions are negatively impacted by a mum approach (avoidance and sugar-coating) and positively influenced by an employee-centred approach characterised by elicitation opportunities and responsive delivery. Further, the qualitative data suggests that while healthcare managers recognise the importance of regular feedback and the value of adopting an employee-centred approach, they are severely constrained by lack of time, partly due to the absence of regular, formalised periods to engage in one-on-one performance discussions. Implications for leadership and organisational development are outlined.
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Introduction
Performance feedback is a core leadership practice that clarifies pathways for employee development and goal achievement (Baker et al., 2013; Jug et al., 2019). When conducted effectively, this process ensures competency development, performance improvement, and greater awareness of individual roles and their contributions to the organisation (Aguinis & O'Boyle, 2014), which in turn support organisational learning, change, and innovation.
	Feedback is carried out both informally, through regular interactions with employees, or formally as part of the performance appraisal process (Farr, 1993). Ideally, managers should develop a feedback environment characterised by two-way communications that are accurate, information-rich, and supportive of employee needs (Steelman et al., 2004; Whitaker & Levy, 2012). Yet, managers’ aversion to this core component of their role is well-documented, particularly when it involves the provision of negative feedback, which many avoid altogether (Cox et al., 2011; Yariv, 2006). Over time, managers’ failure to provide accurate and timely negative feedback can have detrimental effects on employee performance and wider organisational functioning (e.g., Cox & Credo, 2014; Marler et al., 2012). 
	Despite the centrality of managers to the development of a psychologically safe and effective feedback environment, researchers have mainly focused on employee reactions to feedback (Linderbaum & Levy, 2010; Pelgrim et al., 2014; Westerman et al., 2018). As a result, the factors that underpin managerial feedback style and capabilities, and how managers can be supported to leverage performance-based exchanges, remain scarcely understood (Cox et al., 2011; Steelman et al., 2004). Hence, our study surveyed a group of healthcare managers to ascertain their views of feedback approaches and quality, adding to a body of evidence on performance feedback that presently concentrates on employee perspectives.
The purpose of our study is twofold. First, it relies on a sample of managers from a large healthcare organisation to explore their predominant feedback approaches – mum approach (i.e., sugar-coating, avoidance) and employee-centred approach (i.e., elicitation, responsive delivery) – and the association between these feedback approaches and perceived feedback quality. Second, the study investigates the moderating role of individual and contextual factors on the relationship between feedback approaches and feedback quality, namely leader self-efficacy and work overload. The study contributes to the literature by drawing on previously unexamined managerial perspectives on feedback provision, and by exploring the association between feedback approaches and feedback quality. Moreover, we test the influence of individual differences (i.e., leader self-efficacy) and role constraints (i.e., work overload) on the relationship between feedback approach and quality. We expect that our findings will inform the performance management component of the leadership role to foster organisational development, knowledge management, and change capabilities.

Literature Review
Feedback quality
Feedback quality is defined as the degree to which performance feedback produces changes in employee behaviours and performance, and is operationalised along four criteria: accuracy, constructiveness, task-orientation, and change-orientation (Carpentier & Mageau, 2014; Drouvelis & Paiardini, 2021; Kuvaas et al., 2017; Steelman & Rutkowski, 2004). This multidimensional definition suggests that the intended scope of performance feedback transcends individual employee development and encompasses growth and improvement at the team and organisational levels. 
In the first instance, feedback quality is predicated on the managers’ ability to lead clear, useful, consistent, and behaviour-based exchanges about performance, which relies on their communication style, whether they have opportunities to observe employee performance, and the relationships they develop with employees (Steelman et al., 2004). This suggests that both the employees’ and the managers’ perspective offer unique and important information that accounts for feedback quality. The employees’ perspective on performance feedback exchanges reveals the attributes managers must display to achieve desirable outcomes in this process (Pelgrim et al., 2014; Steelman & Wolfeld, 2018). Research in this arena has thus far pointed to managerial attributes including personality traits and passion as precursors to feedback quality (Carpentier & Mageau, 2014; Pelgrim et al., 2014). Moreover, studies suggest that employees are more receptive to performance feedback when they view the manager as a credible expert who cares about employees and is willing to share their knowledge (Perloff, 2017; Westerman et al., 2018). It should be noted that while employees equate positive feedback with feedback quality and source credibility (Westerman et al., 2018; Westerman & Westerman, 2010), the evidence also indicates that employees are receptive to and motivated by negative feedback when it is viewed as accurate and useful (i.e., constructive) (Drouvelis & Paiardini, 2021; Steelman et al., 2004). Moreover, employees value opportunities to drive feedback conversations and the agency to elicit feedback, viewing these elements as integral to feedback quality (e.g., Baker et al., 2013; Sung & Choi, 2021), and identify trust in their manager as an essential determinant of feedback elicitation responses (Cox & Credo, 2014).
Less is known about managerial views of feedback quality, including the factors that, from their perspective, support or hinder the provision of quality feedback. The evidence suggests that the provision of feedback quality along accuracy, constructiveness, task-orientation, and change-orientation criteria may be constrained by managerial concerns about the emotional load and perceived social costs associated with the provision of negative feedback. In practice, concerns about how employees might react to (negative) feedback and its potential detrimental impact on manager-subordinate relationships, may dissuade some managers from engaging in the process or lead them to sacrifice accuracy in favour of maintaining harmonious relationships (Aguinis & O'Boyle, 2014). Further to skewed perceptions of emotional load and social costs, which lead to avoidant feedback approaches that undermine feedback quality, managers also eschew two-way performance communications due to concerns that their expertise and authority will be questioned (Cox et al., 2011). Restricting two-way communications significantly hinders essential knowledge exchange processes that contribute to organisational learning and change. 
Overall, the literature on managerial perspectives of feedback provision and quality is limited and many of the assumptions pertaining to managers’ beliefs about performance feedback remain untested. It is therefore important to empirically explore the feedback approaches commonly adopted by managers, their association with perceived feedback quality, and the individual and contextual factors that influence these associations.
[bookmark: _Toc90370512]Mum Approach: Avoidance and Sugar-coating
The mum effect describes a reluctance to offer feedback deemed critical or negative. This can be reflected in the distortion of negative feedback to highlight only positive features, or in deferred feedback provision (Larson, 1984). In organisations, the mum effect occurs when a manager is unwilling to address performance issues with their employees, and avoids or sugar-coats information (Cox et al., 2011; Sussman & Sproull, 1999). Hence, the mum approach characterises a manager’s tendency to delay or avert feedback (avoidance) or to gloss over the negative aspects of employee performance (sugar-coating) (Cox et al., 2011). 
Given the significance of feedback omission and distortion to organisational performance and other outcomes, why do managers adopt a mum approach? Politeness theory has been advanced to explain a disposition toward mum behaviours and posits that some individuals deliberately employ strategies to minimise the impact of negative information on others (Brown et al., 1987; Sussman & Sproull, 1999). The tendency toward politeness stems from the interplay of individual differences and social norms, including the norms of an organisation, which highlights the importance of identifying practices and values that may be reinforcing this feedback approach. Research shows that sugar-coating is less pervasive in organisations that value and model direct and accurate feedback (Marler et al., 2012).
Further to politeness theory, downward impression management has been proposed as an explanation for mum behaviours, which is motivated by a desire to sustain positive relationships with employees and to ensure they continue to view managers as competent and as sources of “good” feedback (Westerman et al., 2018). Hence, downward impression management and politeness theory suggest that a mum approach to performance feedback may be driven by both self-preservation and a genuine concern about feedback recipients’ reaction and emotional states, on the backdrop of organisational norms and practices. 
There is surprisingly little research that has focused on discerning managers’ motivations for, and outcomes of, a mum approach to feedback. The evidence thus far suggests that managers experience significant tensions between the need to highlight performance issues to redirect employee behaviours and their desire to maintain positive relationships with these employees, even if they recognise the value of providing accurate feedback (Yariv, 2006). Managers who adopt a mum approach to performance feedback may therefore acknowledge the link between these negative feedback behaviours and feedback quality and hold a less favourable view of the feedback they provide.
[bookmark: _Hlk88121334][bookmark: _Toc90370513]Hypothesis 1: The mum approach (i.e., sugar-coating and avoidance) will have a significant negative relationship with managerial perceptions of feedback quality.
Employee-Centred Approach: Feedback Elicitation and Responsive Feedback Delivery
An employee-centred feedback approach reflects the managers’ ability to create a safe and rich feedback environment. In this study, we characterise the employee-centred feedback approach as consisting of two components: elicitation and delivery. 
[bookmark: _Hlk128989582]Feedback elicitation. Managers who engage in feedback elicitation invite employees to approach them as needed and to discuss – even challenge – their performance evaluations (Cox et al., 2011). In these conditions, employees are motivated to review the manager’s feedback, request clarification around ambiguous or negative evaluations, and collaboratively explore ways to improve performance and maximise their contributions (Ashford et al., 2003; Baker et al., 2013; Gregory & Levy, 2015). The benefits of a feedback environment characterised by openness to elicitation on the part of employees include increased role clarity, improved manager-employee relationships, and creativity and innovation (Dahling & O’Malley, 2011; Sung & Choi, 2021). As the onus for developing a safe environment for feedback elicitation falls primarily on managers (Fedor et al., 1992; Steelman et al., 2004; Sung & Choi, 2021), it is important to understand the prevalence of feedback elicitation in an organisation, the reasons why managers may encourage or dissuade elicitation, and whether they deem feedback elicitation as a driver of feedback quality. 
[bookmark: _Hlk128731078]There are several reasons why managers may discourage feedback elicitation as part of continuous performance improvement. First, individual differences such as openness to experience, agreeableness, and extraversion (Krasman & Kotlyar, 2021), along with feedback orientation (Steelman & Wolfeld, 2018), have been linked to managers’ willingness to be informally approached by employees and to invite discussion about their performance evaluations. Second, managers may perceive that incorporating justifications for their feedback and even opportunity-focused conversations in performance evaluations increases the risk that their competence will be questioned, or that employees will use these conversations to convey negative emotions (Cox et al., 2011; Tziner & Murphy, 1999; Villanova et al., 1993). Third, some organisations have clear norms around information sharing that either normalise or discourage elicitation behaviours (Marler et al., 2012). Together, these reasons highlight that managers’ feedback approaches may be heavily predicated on the extent to which organisations endorse two-way communications and have leaders who role model sound elicitation practices (Baker et al., 2013). Moreover, managers will likely be attuned to the relationship between their feedback elicitation behaviours and the achievement of feedback quality criteria. 
	Responsive feedback delivery. Further to feedback elicitation, it is worth exploring managerial views of feedback quality relative to delivery approaches. Responsive feedback delivery signifies an empathetic and supportive approach to performance evaluations, wherein a manager adapts their communication style to ensure that feedback is accepted and utilised (Linderbaum & Levy, 2010; Steelman et al., 2004). The degree to which feedback delivery is deemed sensitive and appropriate contributes to developing trust in the manager and psychological safety (Baker et al., 2013; Delva et al., 2013; Jug et al., 2019; Nae et al., 2015). As a result, this approach has been associated with greater employee receptivity to feedback (Dahling & O’Malley, 2011; Linderbaum & Levy, 2010), positive perceptions of managerial credibility (Steelman & Rutkowski, 2004), and with wellbeing and self-esteem outcomes (Carpentier & Mageau, 2014). Alongside feedback elicitation, responsive feedback delivery holds the promise of generating a safe and information-rich environment typified by continuous learning and improvement, critical discussions of the status quo, and identification of change needs that support organisational change and innovation.
As illustrated, the experiences and outcomes of responsive feedback delivery have been primarily examined from the standpoint of feedback recipients. A single study has been identified that centres on managers’ tactics and views of responsive feedback delivery, labelled ‘best fit’ approach. Findings from this study show that responsive managers rely on performance evidence to frame their feedback, identify and appeal to employees’ self-concept to sustain their engagement with the feedback, incorporate both positive evaluations and constructive criticism in the feedback provided, and collaboratively devise a performance improvement plan (Brown et al., 2016). While this preliminary evidence suggests that responsive feedback delivery may result in improved feedback quality, more research is needed to ascertain the ubiquity of responsive feedback delivery in organisations, and whether managers who engage with this approach also hold favourable views of their feedback. Hence, the following is hypothesised:
Hypothesis 2: Employee-centred feedback (e.g., elicitation and responsive delivery) will have a significant positive relationship with managers’ perceptions of feedback quality. 
The literature review presented suggests that there may be individual and contextual factors that significantly influence a managers’ ability to provide quality feedback. In what follows, we discuss leader self-efficacy and work overload as potential moderators of the relationship between the adoption of an employee-centred feedback approach and feedback quality. 
Leader Self-Efficacy and Work Overload
Leader self-efficacy refers to a manager’s belief in their ability to fulfil their role requirements effectively and competently (Paglis, 2010). In a performance feedback context, the findings relating leader self-efficacy and feedback outcomes are inconsistent. While some scholars have argued that a manager with low confidence in their ability to conduct a performance review may avoid the process or withhold effort, which is expected to compromise feedback timeliness and accuracy (Tziner & Murphy, 1999), others did not detect a significant association between leader self-efficacy and feedback quality (Pelgrim et al., 2014). However, research shows that self-efficacy can result in managerial defensiveness when employees voice their opinions (Fast et al., 2014), and therefore dissuade feedback elicitation. This suggests that self-efficacy and the tendency toward an employee-centred approach may be interlinked and affect feedback quality. It is likely that higher levels of leader self-efficacy are associated with favourable views of feedback quality, especially when managers adopt an employee-centred feedback approach. 
Hypothesis 3a: Leader self-efficacy will have a significant positive relationship with managers’ perceptions of feedback quality.
Hypothesis 3b: Leader self-efficacy will moderate the relationship between employee-centred feedback and perceived feedback quality, such that the relationship is stronger for managers with higher levels of self-efficacy. 
Work overload signals that organisational members are faced with substantial job demands (Laurence et al., 2016). Two job demands have been identified in the literature that can undermine a managers’ capacity to provide quality feedback: time pressure and span of control. Time pressures occur when managers have project management and people management responsibilities but not sufficient time to engage with both aspects of the role (Kuvaas et al., 2017). When pressured to choose, many prioritise technical and strategic tasks to the detriment of people development tasks (Ellinger et al., 2010), including performance feedback. In addition, managers with a wide span of control (i.e., many employees under their dirtect supervision) may have fewer opportunities to engage with the feedback process (Krasman, 2018; Kuvaas, 2011; Kuvaas et al., 2017) and limited capacity to observe and accurately assess the performance of each team member (Henderson et al., 2019; Jug et al., 2019; McCutcheon & Duchemin, 2020). Hence, a wide span of control may interfere with the development of a rich and safe feedback environment characterised by high-quality relationships with employees (Kopperud et al., 2021) and adversely affect feedback quality. 
Hypothesis 4a: Work overload will have a significant negative relationship with managers’ perceptions of feedback quality.
	Hypothesis 4b: Work overload will moderate the relationship between employee-centred feedback and perceived feedback quality, such that the relationship will be weaker for managers with higher work overload. 
Study Context
This study is part of a large-scale project conducted within a regional South Island branch of New Zealand’s national healthcare organisation. As the regions operate autonomously from each other, one of the main aims of the project was to survey healthcare managers (e.g., clinician managers, hospital administrators) to ascertain their leadership competencies ahead of launching a region-wide leadership development program. In the survey, healthcare managers were asked to self-assess people management skills spanning feedback provision and talent development, and to state their experiences of the healthcare organisation’s context, including workload, team dynamics, and culture.

Method
Participants and Procedure
Data for this study were collected through an online survey hosted by Qualtrics. Participants had the option to complete the survey at any time during a 3-week period. At the start of the survey, participants were informed of their rights, including confidentiality and use of data. The intended sample for this study consisted of 606 healthcare managers from one of the organisation’s regions, who were undergoing a comprehensive leadership development program. A total of 174 managers engaged with the survey for a response rate of 32%. A further 44 participants were removed from the dataset due to incomplete or unusable responses, resulting in a final sample of 130 managers. Of these, 76.2% were women and the average age was 51 (SD=9.62). 
Measures
Participants provided responses to all the survey items on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly disagree).  
Feedback Quality. Feedback quality was measured using a 5-item dimension of the Feedback Environment Scale (α = .92.) (Steelman et al., 2004). This dimension assesses the degree to which a manager believes they provide quality feedback to their team. Items were amended to ensure the study captured managerial views of their ability to deliver quality feedback. The stem ‘as team leader I am confident…’ was presented before the items. Sample items include, “As team leader, I am confident that my team values the feedback I provide”.
Mum Approach. Avoidance behaviours within this approach were assessed using a 6-item scale that measures the extent to which a manager avoids providing negative feedback (α=.87) (Cox et al., 2011). A sample item is, “I hesitate to give negative feedback”. Sugar-coating behaviours, reflecting the degree to which a manager glosses over poor performance information, were measured with a 3-item scale (α=.87) (Cox et al., 2011). A sample item is, “I sugar-coat what I say to a team member when they perform poorly”. 
Employee-Centred Feedback Approach. The measurement of employee-centred feedback approach relied on a 4-item scale that assessed managerial willingness elicit feedback on their performance appraisals (α=.84) (Cox et al., 2011) and a 5-item scale that capture the degree to which managers perceive that they deliver supportive and constructive feedback (α=.86) (Steelman et al., 2004). To assess feedback elicitation, the stem ‘as team leader, I feel comfortable…’ was added before each item. A sample item of feedback elicitation is, “As team leader, I feel comfortable asking for feedback from team members about my ratings of their performance”. Likewise, each item from the responsive feedback delivery scale was preceded by the stem ‘as team leader, I am confident that…’. A sample item for this scale is, “As team leader, I am confident that I am considerate of a person’s feelings when I give feedback”. 
Leader Self-Efficacy. The managers’ beliefs about their competence were assessed with the 8 items that comprise the general self-efficacy scale (.85<α< .86) (Chen et al., 2001; Kuvaas & Buch, 2019). The stem ‘In my role as team leader…’ was introduced before each item. A sample item is “In my role as team leader, I am confident that I can perform effectively on many different tasks”. 
Work overload. Managerial perceptions of work overload, i.e., the organisation places significant demands on managers while allowing little agency over their job, were measured with a 5-item scale (.86<α <.93) (Laurence et al., 2016). A sample item is “I am being pushed to work too hard by my organisation.”. 
	Further to the quantitative scales, healthcare managers were asked to outline factors that contribute to their ability to develop staff, including performance feedback, and factors that undermine this ability. 
Data Analysis
We relied on the statistical software package Jamovi (version 1.6.23) for data analysis. Exploratory factor analyses (EFA) and reliability analyses were conducted. Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses were also conducted prior to carrying out the moderated multiple regressions for hypotheses testing. 
[bookmark: _Hlk128659092][bookmark: _Hlk128659274]Exploratory factor analyses (principal axis extraction, oblimin rotation) assessed the factor structure of the adapted measures. The criteria for factor inclusion were eigenvalues greater that one, factor loadings over .4, item total correlation greater than .3, and a Cronbach’s alpha ≥ .70, which is deemed acceptable (DeVellis, 2017). Initial checks included the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy for factor analysis and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (𝜒2). The feedback avoidance and sugar-coating items that comprised the mum approach scale (KMO= .88; 𝜒2 (36) = 666, p < .001) loaded onto a single factor that explained 50.3% of the variance. None of the original items were removed for failing to meet inclusion criteria. The mum approach scale’s reliability was α=.89. The feedback elicitation and responsive feedback delivery items included in the employee-centred approach (KMO= .83; 𝜒2 (36) = 585, p < .001) loaded onto a single factor that explained 43% of the variance. None of the items was considered for removal. The reliability coefficient for employee-centred approach was α=.85. The feedback quality scale items (KMO= .83; 𝜒2 (10) = 393, p < .001) loaded onto one factor explaining 56.2% of the variance. As with the previous scales, none of the items was removed from the scale for failing to meet the set criteria. The feedback quality measure had a reliability coefficient of α=.89. 
With regards to the moderators, the leader self-efficacy scale items (KMO= .87; 𝜒2 (28) = 534, p < .001) loaded onto a single factor explaining 52% of the variance. None of the items from the leader self-efficacy scale were removed. This scale’s reliability was α=.89. Lastly, the work overload scale items (KMO= .88; 𝜒2 (10) = 478, p < .001) loaded onto one factor that explained 70.6% of the variance. All the scale items were retained as they showed strong factor loadings and communalities. The reliability for the work overload scale was α=.92.

Results
Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 depicts the intercorrelations, means, standard deviations, and reliability coefficients for the variables of interest. The findings outlined suggest that the managers surveyed adopt a mum approach to a moderate degree (M=2.79, SD=.70), but they rely on an employee-centred approach characterised by supportive delivery and feedback elicitation (M=4.12, SD=.45). Moreover, the managers surveyed feel self-efficacious (M=3.95, SD=.55) yet acknowledge that they experience work overload to some extent (M=3.31, SD=.94). Moreover, the mean for feedback quality (M=3.92, SD=.52) suggests that managers perceive the feedback they give is good quality. The standard deviations for the mum effect (.70) and work overload (.94) some variability in managerial experiences and approaches, which will be discussed later. The correlations suggest that feedback quality is positively associated with an employee-responsive approach (r=.60), leader self-efficacy (r=.51), and age (r=.22). Conversely, feedback quality is negatively associated with the mum approach to feedback (r=-.42) and shows no significant relationship with work overload.

	Table 1

	Means, Standard Deviations, Correlation Coefficients, And Reliability Analyses 

	Variable
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	M
	SD

	1. Age
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	51.20
	9.62

	2. Gender
	.01
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1.80
	.56

	3. Mum Approach
	-.20*
	.12
	.89
	
	
	
	
	2.79
	.70

	4. Employee-Centred 
	.22*
	.04
	-.38**
	.85
	
	
	
	4.12
	.45

	5. Self-Efficacy 
	.10
	.03
	-.35**
	  .45**
	.89
	
	
	3.96
	.55

	6. Work Overload
	-.18*
	.05
	.08
	-.12
	-.18*
	.92
	
	3.31
	.94

	7. Feedback Quality
	.22*
	.10
	-.42**
	  .60**
	  .51**
	-.10
	.89
	3.92
	.52

	Note. N= 130. * = p < .05, ** = p < .01, Cronbach Alpha (α) levels are shown diagonally.



Hypotheses Testing
Moderated multiple regression analyses were conducted to test the hypotheses (Table 2). To mitigate multicollinearity issues, each of the predictor variables were centred before computing interaction terms (West et al., 2013), and the variance inflation factor (VIF) was calculated, yielding scores lower than 5 (Cohen & Ebooks, 2003). As depicted in Table 2, the mum approach was negatively and significantly associated with managerial perceptions of their feedback quality (β=-.17, p<.01), supporting hypothesis 1. Moreover, consistent with the relationship posited in hypothesis 2, managers’ employee-centred approach to feedback was positively and significantly associated with perceptions of feedback quality (β=.41, p<.01). While a significant positive association was found between leader self-efficacy and perceived feedback quality (β=.27, p <.01), supporting hypothesis 3a, the study failed to support the claim in hypothesis 4a that work overload would be negatively associated with perceptions of feedback quality (β=.02, p=.72).
With respect to the moderated effects hypothesised, the results outlined in Table 2 show that leader self-efficacy did not significantly interact with the managers’ employee-centred approach to enhance their perceptions of feedback quality (β= .08, p=.23). Yet, a significant interaction with work overload was found at a less stringent significance value (β=.14, p=.06). Researchers have suggested that significance values that marginally exceed p<.05 may indicate noteworthy findings, especially when effect sizes and confidence intervals are also considered (Haig, 2017). In our study, work overload weakened the relationship between an employee-centred approach to feedback and managerial perceptions of their feedback quality. These findings and their implications are discussed next.

	Table 2

	Regression of Feedback Approaches and Moderators on Feedback Quality

	
	
	
	
	              95% CI

	Predictor
	Β (SE)
	R2
	Lower
	Upper

	
	
	.45
	
	

	Constant
	3.92 (.21)
	
	
	

	Mum approach 
	-.17* (.06)
	
	-.32
	-.02

	Employee-centred approach
	.41**(.09)
	
	.26
	.57

	Leader S-E
	.27**(.07)
	
	.12
	.42

	Work overload
	.02 (.04)
	
	-.11
	.16

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	.44
	
	

	Constant
	3.90 (.04)
	
	
	

	Employee-centred approach
	.46** (.09)
	
	.32
	.61

	Leader S-E
	.30** (.07)
	
	.15
	.45

	Employee-centred approach x Leader S-E 
	.08 (.13)
	
	-.05
	.22

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	.37
	
	

	Constant
	3.92 (.04)
	
	
	

	Employee-centred approach
	.55** (.09)
	
	.41
	.70

	Work overload
	-.04 (.04)
	
	-.18
	.11

	Employee-centred approach x Work overload 
	.14† (.10)
	
	-.01
	.29

	Note. N=130. Significance levels †= p < .10, * = p < .05, ** = p < .01.


Qualitative Findings
Out of the 130 participating managers, 117 elected to comment on the main approaches to effectively develop and manage the performance of their team. From these, 44 (38%) specified the importance of feedback. About 86% of the 44 managers who identified feedback as an important team development and management factor stated the value of providing regular feedback in the form of frequent catchups with the team. These regular feedback discussions spanned informal check-ins and more substantial exchanges about performance or resourcing issues. Over 50% of these managers noted the value of feedback elicitation to team performance management and development, and exemplified these behaviours as intentionally listening to their staff’s ideas, asking them about the challenges they face, and encouraging open and candid conversations about performance. Interestingly, 18% of the managers remarked on the usefulness of third-party feedback. These managers actively sought feedback across stakeholder groups – other managers, patients, peers – to inform team performance and development management.
Conversely, 119 participants volunteered detailed information about the factors that hindered their ability to manage team performance and development. Of these, 59 (50%) stated that lack of time represented a major obstacle to engaging in performance feedback and wellbeing-related exchanges. The managers commented that the time to provide feedback was distinctly time constrained depending on team size. The high workload experienced by small teams meant that managers were often unable to pull staff members from work to engage in performance discussions. In contrast, the manager-staff ratios that characterise larger teams limited the managers’ opportunities to engage with each team member and to observe their performance. Relatedly, several managers noted that the absence of a formal performance management system meant that they did not have enough support or clear processes (e.g., rostering adjustments) to set times for one-on-one discussions with team members.
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Discussion
The significance of performance feedback exchanges to organisational performance and development underscores the need to understand managerial experiences of feedback provision and their confidence in the process (Baker et al., 2013; Drouvelis & Paiardini, 2021; Mulder & Ellinger, 2013). This study aimed to extend the literature by investigating managerial views of feedback approaches and their relationship to perceived feedback quality, considering individual and contextual contingencies believed to influence these associations.
Our findings indicate that, while both mum and employee-centred feedback approaches affect how managers rate the quality of the feedback they provide, the latter emerged as the strongest predictor of feedback quality. Managers who develop a feedback environment where employees can safely discuss performance reviews and where their distinct attributes, needs and goals are considered (Ashford et al., 2003; Steelman et al., 2004) are more confident in the quality of the feedback they offer. The results substantiate other scholars’ suggestion that a supportive feedback delivery approach is beneficial not only for recipients but also for managers who feel capable of developing a safe and rich feedback environment (e.g., Brown et al., 2016). These results also underscore that organisations can encourage and support managers to develop employee-responsive feedback skills by clarifying feedback norms and expectations and providing training and opportunities for effective performance exchanges to occur (Baker et al., 2013; Whitaker et al., 2007; Whitaker, & Levy, 2012).
	The negative association between a mum feedback approach and managerial perceptions of feedback quality identified in our study indicates that managers are aware of the detrimental effect of avoidance or sugar-coating behaviours on feedback outcomes. These results extend previous research linking managerial feedback avoidance to manager-employee communication effectiveness and other important outcomes (e.g., Cox & Credo, 2014; Scarff et al., 2019; Yariv, 2006), and suggest that managers are cognisant of the extent to which mum behaviours in performance reviews can undermine important outcomes. Consistent with the findings showing a strong, positive association between an employee-centred feedback approach and perceived feedback quality, the mum approach results also highlight opportunities for organisations to identify and act on factors that may reinforce mum behaviours and undercut feedback quality. Our qualitative findings suggest that some managers may be engaging in mum behaviours, specifically avoidance, due to significant time constraints, rather than an aversion to the provision of timely negative feedback. In practice, and consistent with previous research underscoring the importance of providing managers with regular opportunities to observe and discuss performance to ensure feedback quality (Steelman et al., 2004), our healthcare managers’ wide span of control (large teams) and inability to pull staff from their jobs to have feedback exchanges (small teams) represented significant hindering factors that can only be redressed through organisational intervention.
Further to the effect of feedback approaches on managerial perceptions of feedback quality, our study also examined the role of individual and contextual contingencies on perceived feedback quality, and their potential interplay with an employee-centred approach. While previous studies showed conflicting findings with respect to the relationship between leader self-efficacy and feedback quality (Kogan et al., 2012; Pelgrim et al., 2014), our results point to a positive association between our managers’ efficacy perceptions and views of feedback quality. Managers who felt confident in their competencies had more positive beliefs about the quality of the feedback they provide. However, and contrary to our predictions, leader self-efficacy did not significantly enhance the positive effect of an employee-centred approach on perceptions of feedback quality. This indicates alternative mechanisms through which managerial competency beliefs and the propensity for elicitation and supportive delivery feedback approaches influence perceptions of feedback quality. For instance, it is possible that leader self-efficacy prompts the development of an employee-centred feedback approach, which in turn impacts views of feedback quality (i.e., mediation).
With regards to contextual contingencies in managerial views of feedback provision and quality, work overload was not significantly related to perceptions of feedback quality. This finding was surprising given the wealth of evidence suggesting that time pressures and a wide span of control would limit managers’ opportunities to provide feedback (Henderson et al., 2019; Jug et al., 2019; Kuvaas et al., 2017), along with the qualitative data results reiterating these exact obstacles. It is possible that, as the managers surveyed represented a wide range of divisions, team sizes, and levels of experience and expertise, the quantitative data reflects an average of managers who struggle to provide regular feedback due to workload constraints (about 50% in the qualitative sample) and managers who are able to prioritise performance feedback and strive to ensure its quality despite the significant job demands they experience (Kopperud et al., 2021; Pelgrim et al., 2014). Nevertheless, a modest interaction effect suggests that work overload undermines the positive effect of an employee-centred feedback approach on perceived feedback quality. Future research should explore the impact of work overload and other job demands on managers’ capacity to develop a positive feedback environment and to offer quality feedback to employees, drawing on a larger sample that enables group comparisons across relevant occupational factors. 
Limitations and Future Research
This study has several limitations that require consideration to inform future research. First, reliance on a cross-sectional design precludes robust causal inferences and renders the research more susceptible to common-method variance. In our study, this means that the nexus of causality linking feedback approaches, individual and contextual contingencies, and perceptions of feedback quality cannot be confidently determined (Rindfleisch et al., 2008), and that, as all the variables were measured in one time point, some variance may arise from the measurement method (Podsakoff et al., 2003). These limitations can be partly addressed in future research through reliance on longitudinal designs that allow for robust causal inferences and the temporal separation of predictors and outcomes, which would also enable researchers to test the mediation pathways proposed earlier (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Given the we have limited insights into the motivations underlying managers’ feedback approaches, we strongly recommend that these quantitative longitudinal studies are informed by preliminary qualitative studies that develop managerial feedback theory and support the identification of key variables.
Second, while the study was sufficiently powered to detect significant effects and conducted in a sample of managers from the same organisation with a shared cultural backdrop, a larger sample would have allowed for smaller effects to be detected with lower probability error. Further, the relatively low response rate obtained highlights the possibility of non-response bias. Non-response bias is especially relevant to our study, as the managers who elected to participate may reflect the factions of this organisation’s leadership whose workload is manageable and that are more inclined to engage with leadership development and feedback processes. Closer inspection of descriptive statistics indicates that while there is variability in both experiences of work overload and tendency toward mum approach, the participating managers reported only moderate work overload and enactment of mum behaviours.
Third, social desirability, defined as a person’s inclination to portray themselves in a positive light (Podsakoff et al., 2012), may have influenced the managers’ answers. We endeavoured to mitigate this bias by requesting candid responses and underscoring research confidentiality. Future studies could add other bias mitigation measures, for example gathering data from different sources (i.e., capture performance feedback experiences from both managers and team members) (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Despite the potential biases, self-report measures remain the most effective approach to gain insights into managers’ perceptions of feedback styles and quality, especially given the paucity of empirical research that captures managerial views of performance feedback. 
Theoretical Implications 
This study contributes to the literature by offering a quantitative account of managers’ feedback approaches and their association with perceived feedback quality. The current body of evidence on performance feedback relies heavily on knowledge drawn from feedback recipients’ experiences and attitudes (e.g., Linderbaum & Levy, 2010; Pelgrim et al., 2014; Westerman et al., 2018; Whitaker & Levy, 2012). We add to this knowledge by uncovering how managerial perceptions of feedback quality are positively affected by their efforts to enact an employee-centred feedback approach, characterised by a safe and supportive environment for performance discussions. This is aligned with evidence showing that employees are more likely to hold positive views of the feedback process and to engage in elicitation behaviours when managers develop a safe feedback environment (e.g., Steelman, 2004; Whitaker et al., 2007). Conversely, managers acknowledge that their reluctance to give negative reviews or to sugar-coat negative aspects of employee performance significantly undermines feedback quality, which is consistent with research showing that employees hold negative views of feedback characterised by avoidance (e.g., Audenaert et al., 2021; Whitaker & Levy, 2012). These findings invite further examination of the factors that influence managers’ ability and motivation to engage with performance feedback in an open and constructive manner, beyond the influence of individual differences already uncovered in the literature (Krasman & Kotlyar, 2021; Steelman & Wolfeld, 2018), including concerns about having their competence called into question (e.g., Cox et al., 2011). Notably, our results highlight the possibility of a cyclical process whereby the managers’ inability to develop an employee-centred feedback approach is experienced as reducing the quality of the feedback they provide. Over time, perceptions of poor feedback quality decrease managerial efficacy, which negatively affects subsequent feedback exchanges. These effects are worth exploring in future research, alongside the role of organisational culture, formal performance appraisal systems, span of control, and feedback norms and practices in shaping managers’ communication approaches and feedback quality perceptions (Baker et al., 2013; Linderbaum & Levy, 2010; Whitaker et al., 2007). In what follows, we suggest ways organisations can support managers in the development of feedback and other communication capabilities through diagnostic measures, training, and changes to practices and systems.
Practical Implications
The findings from our research suggest several areas of intervention for organisational practitioners, aimed at improving managerial capacity to provide quality feedback and to develop a positive feedback environment that supports development, knowledge exchange, and innovation. For instance, organisations can invest in diagnosing the performance feedback environment, including beliefs and attitudes associated with this process and inherent communication frameworks. Assessments of managerial feedback approaches and feedback quality such as the ones used in this study can be conducted to ascertain prevalent feedback styles among managers, and variability in styles among managers and across organisational units, along with employee and managerial views of feedback quality. These indicators would enable organisations to identify developmental needs around feedback skills, whether these needs are specific to certain units or roles, and distinguish managers whose exemplary approach to performance feedback can be emulated throughout the organisation. 
The identification of developmental needs would in turn inform the performance feedback component of leadership development. There is ample evidence in the literature suggesting that managers are not adequately trained to provide feedback (Collins & Holton, 2004; Hunt & Baruch, 2003; Ross & Stefaniak, 2018). Managers should receive training on feedback provision and elicitation that explores beliefs about feedback, including negative feedback, and elucidates the risks and deleterious outcomes associated with avoidance and sugar-coating. The training should also provide managers with knowledge and experience in offering constructive criticism without undermining employee engagement and relationships, and in developing an effective feedback environment. Insights from leadership training modules developed to improve interpersonal skills (Hunt & Baruch, 2003) or to communicate with staff through layoffs (Richter et al., 2016) can be leveraged to inform feedback training. The delivery methods should span instructional delivery, role-plays, and video demonstrations (Bonnaud-Antignac et al., 2010; Richter et al., 2016). For instance, role-plays allow managers to practice effective feedback delivery behaviours, to receive real-time feedback from experts and other training participants, and to develop capabilities to manage difficult emotions in performance conversations in a safe environment (Richter et al., 2016). 
Further to diagnostic and training specific to performance feedback, organisations would benefit from verifying whether their norms, structures, and systems impede or enable the development of a constructive and effective feedback environment. Factors such as workload, culture, technology infrastructure, and other organisational features can affect the content and frequency of feedback delivery, and consequently feedback quality (Marler et al., 2012; Sussman & Sprout, 1999). The detrimental impact of time constraints across large and small teams, exacerbated by the absence of formal systems and processes that ensured regular feedback could be reasonably prioritised and clearly tied to performance improvement, was salient in the managers’ qualitative accounts. It is essential that organisations clearly articulate how the development of leadership capabilities for effective performance feedback, alongside formal performance management systems, support the broader organisational communication frameworks that sustain knowledge management, change readiness, and innovation.
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