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We investigated how supervisors’ interpretations of what motivates their subordinates’
feedback-seeking behavior were related to both the quality of leader-member exchange
and subordinates’ work performance. Using a sample of 499 supervisor-subordinate
dyads collected in China in two studies, we found that subordinates’ feedback seeking
was positively related to the quality of leader-member exchange and objective work
performance only when supervisors interpreted the feedback-seeking behavior as
being driven more by performance enhancement motives and less by impression

management motives.

The success of organizations today depends on
employees’ continuously improving their work
performance (Morrison & Phelps, 1999). Employees
may want to gauge their work performance by tak-
ing the initiative to seek feedback from their super-
visors (Ashford, 1986; Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle,
2003). It is generally believed that subordinates’ feed-
back seeking facilitates the establishment of good
working relationships with supervisors (London,
2003), because it helps clarify expectations (Morri-
son, 1993; Wanberg & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2000)
and creates a good impression (Ashford & Tsui,
1991; Edwards, 1995).

However, previous studies have suggested that
the proactive behavior of subordinates may not
necessarily help build better working relationships
with supervisors and may even have a negative
impact on these relationships (e.g., Allen & Rush,
1998; Johnson, Erez, Kiker, & Motowidlo, 2002).
For example, Allen and Rush (1998) and Johnson et
al. (2002) reported that if supervisors attributed
subordinates’ proactive helping behavior to altruis-
tic motives, they tended to give better rewards to
those subordinates. In contrast, if supervisors at-
tributed such proactive helping behavior to impres-
sion management motives, they were likely to give
their employees negative performance evaluations.
These findings suggest that how supervisors re-
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spond to subordinates’ proactive behavior depends
on how they interpret the motivation for their
behavior.

Feedback seeking is a type of proactive behavior
(Crant, 2000). Researchers have suggested that two
separate kinds of motives may be associated with
feedback seeking: performance-related motives and
impression management motives (Ashford & Cum-
mings, 1983; Ashford & Tsui, 1991; Morrison &
Bies, 1991). Ashford and Cummings (1983) argued
that performance-related motives involve a rational
desire to obtain useful information in order to ac-
complish tasks effectively and enhance perfor-
mance. This kind of motive includes an important
element: information gathering about one’s work
role (Ashford et al., 2003; Crant, 2000). Impression
management motives refer to the desire to control
how one appears to others. Where supervisors at-
tribute feedback seeking to performance-related
motives, such behavior is likely to positively influ-
ence performance judgments, whereas behaviors
attributed to impression management motives may
be devalued or discounted (Eastman, 1994; Schlen-
ker, 1980). Therefore, in this paper, we examine
these two kinds of motives that supervisors might
attribute to feedback seeking. We seek to under-
stand the extent to which these attributions influ-
ence the relationship between subordinates’ feed-
back seeking and the quality of leader-member
exchange (LMX).

Furthermore, studies have shown that a higher-
quality LMX is related to better performance, be-
cause in a high-quality LMX employees tend to
receive better social support, more resources, and
more guidance for career development (e.g., Gerst-

Copyright of the Academy of Management, all rights reserved. Contents may not be copied, emailed, posted to a listserv, or otherwise transmitted without the copyright holder’s express
written permission. Users may print, download or email articles for individual use only.



2007 Lam, Huang, and Snape 349

ner & Day, 1997; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Wayne,
Shore, & Liden, 1997). It is possible that feedback
seeking is conducive to improved performance, at
least in part because such behavior enhances the
quality of the relationship between employees and
their immediate supervisors. Hence, we explore
whether LMX plays a mediating role in the associ-
ation between subordinates’ feedback seeking and
their work performance.

The purpose of this paper is therefore threefold:
(1) to explore the relationship between subordi-
nates’ feedback seeking and leader-member ex-
change, (2) to examine how supervisors’ interpre-
tations of their subordinates’ motives for seeking
feedback influence the relationship of the supervi-
sors and subordinates, and (3) to investigate the
mediating role of LMX quality in the relationship
between feedback-seeking behavior and work per-
formance. We make two major contributions. First,
we extend the literature on feedback seeking by
investigating how such behavior is related to the
quality of LMX and work performance. An investi-
gation of these relationships is likely to advance
researchers’ understanding of the consequences of
subordinates’ feedback-seeking behavior. Second,
although past research suggests that use of impres-
sion management tactics is positively related to the
quality of LMX (Dockery & Steiner, 1990), such
studies have not taken into account supervisors’
attributions of the motivation for such behavior.
This omission is important because there is evi-
dence that subordinates who are seen as using im-
pression management may be perceived as untruth-
ful, unreliable, calculating, and manipulative
(Crant, 2000). This argument suggests that where
supervisors interpret feedback seeking as impres-
sion management, such behavior will not be asso-
ciated with high-quality LMX. This issue has prac-
tical as well as theoretical significance, in
potentially describing more fully the range of pos-
sible antecedents of LMX.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Subordinates’ Feedback-Seeking Behavior and
the Quality of LMX

The primary focus of past research on feedback
exchange has been how a sender (usually a super-
visor) conveys a message to a recipient (e.g., a sub-
ordinate) (Ilgen, Fisher, & Taylor, 1979). In a sem-
inal article, Ashford and Cummings (1983)
challenged this perspective by arguing that subor-
dinates may proactively seek feedback rather than
passively wait for it to be delivered, as they wish to
know exactly how their work has been perceived

and what they should do to manage their careers.
This kind of behavior is referred to as feedback
seeking. A dominant feedback-seeking behavior is
the explicit verbal request for information on work
behavior and work performance (Ashford & Cum-
mings, 1983; Ashford & Tsui, 1991; VandeWalle,
Ganesan, Challagalla, & Brown, 2000). Studies have
indicated that the feedback seeking of subordinates
may be related to the quality of LMX because feed-
back seeking (1) clarifies the role expectations of
supervisors (e.g., Morrison, 1993) and (2) creates
positive impressions (e.g., Ashford & Tsui, 1991;
Edwards, 1995).

Feedback seeking may be associated with high-
quality LMX because the feedback seeking facili-
tates the “role-making process” of the exchange
relationship. In the role-making process (Graen,
1976; Graen & Scandura, 1987; Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995), each party in a dyad has expectations about
how he or she can benefit from the other party and
what must be given in return. Those who feel that
they are benefiting from a relationship will try to
reciprocate by fulfilling the expectations of the
other party. This exchange process facilitates a
high-quality relationship between leaders and
members. Although both parties may test one an-
other to see whether or not the expectations of the
other are met (e.g., Liden, Sparrowe, & Wayne,
1997), often neither party knows what the other’s
expectations are (London, 2003). We argue that
feedback seeking may help both parties understand
the role expectations of their partners. Specifically,
prior studies have shown that subordinates’ feed-
back seeking is positively related to their under-
standing of their role and that such behavior re-
duces the role ambiguity between supervisors and
subordinates (Ashford & Cummings, 1985; Brown,
Ganesan, & Challagalla, 2001; Wanberg & Kam-
meyer-Mueller, 2000). In other words, subordi-
nates’ feedback seeking may help both parties to
have a clear understanding of the role expectations,
capabilities, and motivations of the other. This clar-
ity occurs first because frequent feedback seeking
can help subordinates to understand how to meet
their supervisors’ expectations (Morrison, 1993)
and also because feedback seeking may help super-
visors clarify the roles of subordinates (Morrison &
Bies, 1991). Consequently, over time such role-
making processes generate a fairly stable and high-
quality LMX that is built on trust, respect, and
mutual obligation (Graen & Scandura, 1987; Graen
& Uhl-Bien, 1995; Graen, Wakabayashi, Graen, &
Graen, 1990).

In addition, by proactively seeking feedback from
supervisors, subordinates may influence their su-
pervisors to form more positive impressions of
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them (Ashford & Tsui, 1991; Edwards, 1995; Mor-
rison & Bies, 1991). The impression management
literature suggests that feedback seeking may create
the impression that subordinates pay attention to,
and are concerned about, the quality of their work
(Ashford & Tsui, 1991; Edwards, 1995; Morrison &
Bies, 1991). Morrison and Bies (1991) proposed
that subordinates may sometimes attempt to en-
hance their images by seeking feedback, even if the
feedback has no informational value, because feed-
back seeking is an effective impression manage-
ment tactic. More precisely, feedback-seeking be-
havior can be used to shape and influence how
supervisors judge and evaluate subordinates, as su-
pervisors may consider individuals exhibiting such
behavior to be capable and attentive to work per-
formance (Morrison & Bies, 1991). As a result, they
tend to establish good work relationships with such
subordinates (Liden et al., 1997).

Although the above explanations of the poten-
tially positive association between feedback seek-
ing and LMX have existed in the literature for some
time, surprisingly, no attempt has been made to
empirically examine this relationship. We there-
fore tested the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Subordinates’ feedback seeking
is positively related to LMX quality.

The Moderating Role of Supervisor-Attributed
Motives for Feedback Seeking

Researchers have stated that supervisors make
attributions about subordinates’ behavior and that
such attributions will affect supervisory actions to-
ward these subordinates (Dienesch & Liden, 1986;
Green & Mitchell, 1979; Kelley, 1967). In one of the
few studies to investigate what people think of
feedback seekers, Ashford and Northcraft (1992)
found that when an individual has a superior per-
formance history, feedback seeking enhances oth-
ers’ impressions of his or her potential work per-
formance. It appears that investigations of how
others (e.g., supervisors) attribute the motives for
feedback seeking are essential for full understand-
ing of the effects of such behavior. In view of our
earlier discussion, we suggest that supervisors may
attribute subordinates’ feedback seeking to two sep-
arate kinds of motives: performance enhancement
and impression management (Ashford & Cum-
mings, 1983; Ashford & Tsui, 1991; Morrison &
Bies, 1991). Where a supervisor interprets the mo-
tivation behind a subordinate’s feedback seeking as
performance enhancement, the supervisor tends to
regard the subordinate as achievement-focused and
intending to meet a high standard in accomplishing

work tasks (Ashford et al., 2003; Crant, 2000). Super-
visors tend to appreciate this type of performance-
focused effort from subordinates (Day & Crain, 1992),
and they are likely to reciprocate by offering support,
special benefits, and opportunities for career devel-
opment (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Graen et al., 1990;
Kacmar, Witt, Zivnuska, & Gully, 2003), which is
conducive to high-quality LMX.

Where a supervisor interprets feedback seeking
as driven by impression management motives or as
a tactic used by employees to enhance their per-
sonal images, things are different. Researchers have
found that employees who attempt to impress their
supervisors may succeed and receive what they
want from the supervisors (Kipnis & Schmidt,
1988; Wayne & Ferris, 1990; Wayne & Kacmar,
1991). However, these studies do not indicate why
such employees are successful. Eastman (1994)
suggested that they may be successful because their
supervisors do not view their behavior as impres-
sion management. Fodor (1973, 1974) supported
this view, finding that employees who attempted to
impress their supervisors received no greater re-
wards than those who made no such attempt, be-
cause individuals usually form negative attitudes
about others whom they have identified as having
attempted to manipulate their impressions. In a
similar vein, Crant (1996) pointed out that subor-
dinates who engage in impression management
may be perceived as untruthful, unreliable, and
calculating. Their feedback seeking may similarly
be perceived as manipulative and aimed at gaining
rewards (Crant, 2000). If supervisors attribute sub-
ordinates’ feedback seeking to impression manage-
ment motives, the behavior is less likely to create a
positive impression (Morrison & Bies, 1991). As a
result, the supervisors tend to provide less support
to such subordinates, and the feedback-seeking be-
havior is less likely to be associated with high-
quality LMX.

Therefore, we posit that how supervisors inter-
pret the motives driving the feedback seeking of
subordinates plays an important role in determin-
ing whether such behavior is associated with high-
quality LMX. Hence, we predict:

Hypothesis 2a. The positive association be-
tween subordinates’ feedback seeking and the
quality of LMX is stronger the more that super-
visors interpret the behavior as driven by per-
formance enhancement motives.

Hypothesis 2b. The positive association be-
tween subordinates’ feedback seeking and the
quality of LMX is stronger the less that super-
visors interpret the behavior as driven by im-
pression management motives.
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The Mediating Role of LMX

Previous studies on feedback seeking suggest that
such behavior allows employees to evaluate their
own competence, monitor their performance, solve
performance problems, and, more importantly, set
progressive goals for work improvement in line
with supervisor expectations (e.g., Morrison, 1993;
Renn & Fedor, 2001). In doing so, subordinates are
able to take appropriate actions to improve their
work performance. Renn and Fedor (2001) found
that individuals who sought feedback developed a
more accurate view of their own skills and abilities
than those who did not and that feedback seeking
allowed them to obtain more information with
which to set improvement goals. Consequently,
employees who exhibited more feedback-seeking
behavior tended to achieve a higher level of work
performance (Renn & Fedor, 2001).

We contend that LMX may mediate the relation-
ship between feedback seeking and work perfor-
mance. As noted above, more frequent feedback
seeking is expected to be related to a high-quality
LMX because the behavior may clarify what leaders
and members expect from each other (e.g., Morri-
son, 1993) and because it may create a good impres-
sion of subordinates among their supervisors (e.g.,
Ashford & Tsui, 1991; Edwards, 1995). In addition,
there is accumulating evidence that subordinates
tend to perform better when they establish high-
quality relationships with their supervisors (e.g.,
Gerstner & Day, 1997; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995;
Liden, Wayne, & Stilwell, 1993). This improvement
occurs because, in a high-quality LMX, leaders tend
to provide members with special support, benefits,
and opportunities for career development (Graen et
al., 1990; Kacmar et al., 2003).

Although feedback-seeking behavior is generally
believed to have a positive effect on work perfor-
mance, in empirical studies that effect has varied
substantially (e.g., Ashford & Black, 1996; Morri-
son, 1993). In particular, some researchers have
argued that feedback seeking has a relatively weak
impact on work performance when supervisors in-
terpret the behavior as driven by impression man-
agement motives (e.g., Ashford & Tsui, 1991; Mor-
rison & Bies, 1991). Hence, we believe that a
supervisor’s interpretation may influence the effect
of feedback seeking on work performance in the
same way as it influences the effect of such behav-
ior on LMX. As a result, we contend that supervi-
sors’ interpretation of the motives of subordinates
may interrupt the exchange process triggered by the
feedback-seeking behavior. Specifically, such be-
havior will only be positively related to LMX and
the work performance of subordinates when super-

visors interpret the feedback seeking as driven
more by performance enhancement motives and
less by impression management motives. However,
if supervisors interpret the feedback seeking as
driven less by performance enhancement motives
and more by impression management motives, the
behavior may be less likely to provoke constructive
social exchange processes and work performance.
Therefore, we predict a mediated moderation, as
shown in the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3a. LMX quality mediates the inter-
active effects of subordinates’ feedback seeking
and supervisor-attributed performance en-
hancement motives on subordinates’ work
performance.

Hypothesis 3b. LMX quality mediates the in-
teractive effects of subordinates’ feedback
seeking and supervisor-attributed impression
management motives on subordinates’ work
performance.

Since we could not collect data on subordinates’
work performance from the company in Study 1,
we only tested Hypotheses 1, 2a, and 2b in this
study. In Study 2, we examined all the hypotheses.
Figure 1 presents a model of the key theoretical
relationships.

STUDY 1: METHODS
Sample and Data Collection

The sample of Study 1 included 209 supervisor-
subordinate dyads from a telecommunication ser-
vices company in Shandong, a province of China.
Originally a state-owned enterprise, the company
had been transformed into a shareholding company
and listed on the New York and Hong Kong Stock
Exchanges. It was the market leader and had about
15,000 employees.

The data were collected in October 2004. Two
sets of questionnaires were used in the study: one
for subordinates (they were all frontline staff) and
another for their immediate supervisors. Question-
naires were administered to employees and their
supervisors separately. The first and second au-
thors visited all of the respondents in person
(groups of supervisors and subordinates sepa-
rately), to brief them about the purposes of the
study and to explain the procedures for implement-
ing the survey. The respondents received a cover
letter explaining the study, a questionnaire, and a
return envelope. We coded each questionnaire with
a researcher-assigned identification number in or-
der to match employees’ responses with their im-
mediate supervisors’ evaluations. To ensure confi-
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FIGURE 1
Research Framework
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* We examined general feedback-seeking behavior in Study 1 and negative feedback seeking in Study 2.

dentiality, the respondents were instructed to seal
the completed questionnaires in the envelopes and
return them directly to us on site. Out of 465 ques-
tionnaires (230 for supervisors, 235 for subordi-
nates), 418 usable questionnaires (representing 209
supervisor-subordinate dyads) were returned, with
usable response rates of 90.9 percent and 88.9 per-
cent for supervisors and subordinates, respectively.
These 209 employees were supervised by 70 imme-
diate supervisors. The maximum number of sur-
veys completed by a single supervisor was four. For
the subordinate sample, 77.5 percent of the mem-
bers were female, and 69.4 percent had a college
education or above. The mean age and organiza-
tional tenure of the subordinates were 24.1 and 2.6
years, respectively. For the supervisor sample, 69.9
percent were female, and 77.5 percent had a college
education or above. The mean age and organiza-
tional tenure of the supervisors were 27.8 and 4.1
years. The average length of the supervisor-subor-
dinate relationship was 1.01 years.

Measures

Supervisors rated feedback-seeking behavior (the
independent variable), supervisor-attributed per-
formance enhancement motives, and supervisor-
attributed impression management motives (the
moderators), and subordinates rated the quality of
leader-member exchange (the dependent variable).

Feedback-seeking behavior. A five-item scale
validated by VandeWalle et al. (2000) was used. We
asked the supervisors how frequently their subor-
dinates asked for feedback from the supervisors
regarding (1) the subordinates’ overall work perfor-
mance, (2) their technical performance on the job,
(3) the supervisors’ role expectations of them, (4)
social behaviors, and (5) whether the supervisors

felt that the subordinates’ values and attitudes were
appropriate for the firm (1 = “never,” 7 = “al-
ways”). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the
items was .92.

Supervisor-attributed performance enhance-
ment motives. We measured supervisor-attributed
performance enhancement motives using a two-
item scale developed for this study (1 = “strongly
disagree,” 5 = “strongly agree”). As suggested in
the introduction, performance enhancement mo-
tives involve work role clarification (Ashford et al.,
2003; Crant, 2000). Since no measure of perfor-
mance enhancement motivation existed, we ex-
tracted two items on role clarity (Rizzo & House,
1970) to develop the scale. These two items were,
“Desire to discover what his or her responsibilities
are” and “Desire to discover exactly what is
expected of him or her.” The Cronbach’s alpha
was .80.

Supervisor-attributed impression management
motives. We used five of six items developed by
Allen and Rush (1998) to ask supervisors the extent
to which they perceived subordinates’ feedback
seeking as driven by impression management mo-
tives (1 = “strongly disagree,” 5 = “strongly
agree”). The items were, “Desire to enhance his or
her image (e.g., to make me believe that he or she is
a helpful employee),” “Desire to build up favors for
a later exchange,” “Desire to ‘show-off’ his or her
expertise,” “Desire to capture my attention on him
or her,” and “Desire to obtain recognition or other
organizational rewards.” Another item, “Desire to
create a good impression,” was developed and in-
cluded in this study. We deleted one of the original
items, “Desire to seek the spotlight,” because our
focus was on the relationship between supervisors
and subordinates rather than on other work rela-
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tionships, such as those between coworkers. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .81.

Leader-member exchange (LMX). The subordi-
nates were asked to assess the quality of LMX by
using the five-point LMX-7 scale developed by
Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) and validated by
Schaubroeck and Lam (2002) in a Chinese context.
The scale consists of seven items that characterize
the overall effectiveness of the relationship be-
tween supervisor and subordinate. Sample items
are, “How would you characterize your working
relationship with your leader?” (1 = “extremely
ineffective,” 5 = “extremely effective”) and “How
well does your leader understand your job problem
and needs?” (1 = “not a bit,” 5 = “a great deal”).
The Cronbach’s alpha was .87.

Control variables. Because of the potential ef-
fects of various demographic variables on the qual-
ity of supervisor-subordinate relationships (Bauer
& Green, 1996; Liden et al., 1993; Maslyn & Uhl-
Bien, 2001), we controlled for gender, education
level, age, organizational tenure, and length of re-
lationship. Measures of these demographic vari-
ables were obtained from both the supervisors and
subordinates. Age and organizational tenure were
self-reported in years. Gender was dummy-coded
(0 = “female,” 1 = “male”). A dummy variable was
also used to measure the education levels of the
respondents (0 = “below college,” 1 = “college or
above”). Subordinates reported the length of the
supervisor-subordinate relationship in years. In ad-
dition, we followed the procedures used by Turban
and Jones (1988) to control for demographic simi-
larity between supervisors and subordinates. Since
all the respondents were of Chinese origin, we ex-
cluded the subscale of race discrepancy. First, gen-
der and education discrepancies were coded as the
same (0) or different (1). Age discrepancy was the
absolute difference between supervisor and subor-
dinate responses. We divided discrepancy scores
by their respective standard deviations, summed
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them, and then reverse-scored them: the larger the
score, the greater the demographic similarity.

Translation of Questionnaire Items

The questionnaire items were originally in En-
glish and were translated into Chinese by an aca-
demic who was bilingual in Mandarin and English.
We obtained a back-translation (Brislin, Lonner, &
Thorndike, 1973) from another bilingual academic
to ensure that the English and Mandarin versions of
the items were comparable at a high degree of
accuracy.

STUDY 1: RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses

Confirmatory factor analyses. Before testing the
hypotheses, we conducted a confirmatory factor
analysis to evaluate the discriminant validity of
supervisor-attributed performance enhancement
motives and supervisor-attributed impression man-
agement motives for subordinates’ feedback seek-
ing, using AMOS 5.0. The results suggested that the
hypothesized two-factor model (CFI = .96, TLI =
.93, RMSEA = .07) yielded a better fit than the
single-factor model (CFI = .86, TLI = .79, RM-
SEA = .12), with a change in chi-square of 36.78
(Adf = 1, p < .001). To statistically discriminate
among the three key variables (feedback-seeking
behavior, supervisor-attributed performance en-
hancement motives, and supervisor-attributed im-
pression management motives) rated by supervi-
sors, we conducted another confirmatory factor
analysis. Results showed that the three-factor
model (CFI = .95, TLI = .94, RMSEA = .07) yielded
a better fit than the single-factor model (CFI = .69,
TLI = .62, RMSEA = .17). The change in chi-square
was 291.80 (Adf = 3, p < .001).

Descriptive statistics. Table 1 presents the

TABLE 1
Study 1: Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations, and Reliabilities®
Key Variables Mean s.d. 1 2 3 4

1. Feedback-seeking behavior 3.97 1.45 (.92)
2. Supervisor-attributed performance 3.64 0.45 .16* (.80)

enhancement motives
3. Supervisor-attributed impression 3.36 0.62 .06 .08 (.81)

management motives
4. Leader-member exchange 3.16 0.76 L19%* .05 —.04 (.87)

#n = 209 (supervisor-subordinate dyads).
*p<.05
*% p < 01
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means, standard deviations, and zero-order Pear-
son correlations of all the key variables.

Tests of Hypotheses

Because individual respondents were nested
within groups (under the same supervisor within a
group), we tested our hypotheses twice. First, we
used hierarchical regression analyses with SPSS
12.0, and second, we used multilevel modeling
with MLwiN to examine whether the statistical de-
pendence in groups would affect our results. These
analyses generated similar results; therefore, fol-
lowing the approach adopted by Van der Vegt, Van
de Vliert, and Oosterhof (2003), we report only the
results of the regression analysis here.

We conducted a hierarchical multiple regression

Academy of Management Journal

April

to test Hypotheses 1, 2a, and 2b following the steps
suggested by Muller, Judd, and Yzerbyt (2005). As
shown in Table 2, after regressing LMX quality on
the control variables in step 1, we entered feed-
back-seeking behavior in step 2. Feedback seeking
was found to be positively related to LMX quality
(B = 0.14, p < .05, AR* = .02), lending support to
Hypothesis 1, which predicts that subordinates’
feedback seeking is positively related to LMX. In
step 3, we entered the supervisor-attributed mo-
tives, and interactions were entered in step 4. Table
2 shows that supervisor-attributed performance en-
hancement motives (8 = 0.15, p < .05, AR* = .06)
and supervisor-attributed impression management
motives (8 = —0.23, p < .001, AR*= .06) moderated
the link between feedback-seeking behavior and
LMX quality.

TABLE 2
Study 1: Results of Regression Analysis for the Interactive Effect of Subordinates’ Feedback Seeking and
Supervisor-Attributed Motives on LMX Quality®

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Variables B t B t B t B t
Control
Supervisors’ gender 0.08 0.91 0.08 0.93 0.10 1.17 0.12 1.40
Subordinates’ gender 0.17 2.06* 0.18 2.26* 0.18 2.33* 0.20 2.63**
Supervisors’ education —0.04 —0.46 —0.04 —0.55 —0.06 -0.78 —0.04 —0.49
Subordinates’ education —0.02 —-0.27 —0.01 —0.07 0.01 —-0.13 —0.01 —0.14
Supervisors’ age 0.19 2.01* 0.12 1.20 0.13 1.32 0.17 1.73
Subordinates’ age —0.02 -0.17 —0.03 —0.24 —0.03 —0.26 —0.06 —0.60
Supervisors’ tenure 0.13 1.59 0.14 1.75 0.16 2.01% 0.16 2.06*
Subordinates’ tenure —0.04 —0.41 —0.02 —0.20 —0.03 —0.25 0.00 0.03
Dyadic tenure 0.01 0.07 0.00 0.00 0.00 —0.04 —0.01 —0.09
Demographic similarity 0.09 0.94 0.07 0.75 0.08 0.92 0.08 0.97
Independent
Feedback-seeking behavior 0.14 1.85* 0.16 2.16* 0.17 2.31*
Moderator
Supervisor-attributed performance 0.10 1.18 0.07 1.11
enhancement motives
Supervisor-attributed impression —0.07 —1.00 —0.05 -0.79
management motives
Interactive effects
Feedback-seeking behavior X 0.15 1.96*
supervisor-attributed
performance enhancement
motives
Feedback-seeking behavior X -0.23 —3.45***
supervisor-attributed
impression management
motives
AR? .02* .01 06***

* n = 209 (supervisor-subordinate dyads).
*p < .05
** p < .01
“rx p <001
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To determine whether the forms of the interac-
tions matched those suggested by Hypotheses 2a
and 2b, we tested the simple slopes of strong su-
pervisor-attributed performance enhancement mo-
tives (one standard deviation below the mean) and
weak performance enhancement motives (one stan-
dard deviation above the mean). In support of Hy-
pothesis 2a, we found that feedback seeking was
more positively related to LMX when supervisors
interpreted the behavior as driven by strong perfor-
mance enhancement motives (simple slope test: B
= 0.24, p < .01) than when supervisors interpreted
the behavior as driven by weak performance en-
hancement motives (simple slope test: B = 0.07,
n.s.). Furthermore, in support of Hypothesis 2b, we
found that feedback seeking was more positively
related to LMX quality when supervisors inter-
preted the behavior as being driven by weak im-
pression management motives (simple slope test: 8
= 0.41, p < .001) than when supervisors inter-
preted the behavior as being driven by strong im-
pression management motives (simple slope test: 8
= —0.11, n.s.). Figure 2 graphically depicts these
findings.

In addition to the two-way interactions, we
examined the possible three-way interaction of
feedback-seeking behavior, supervisor-attributed
performance enhancement motives, and supervi-
sor-attributed impression management motives on
the quality of leader-member exchange. We found
no significant effect.

STUDY 2: OVERVIEW

To increase the validity and generalizability of
the proposed theoretical model, we conducted a

second study, using data collected from manufac-
turing firms. Feedback can be positive or negative.
In the workplace, employees may seek not only
general feedback from their supervisors, but also
negative feedback. Negative feedback seeking be-
havior refers to an effort to obtain information on
inadequacies in work behavior and work perfor-
mance (Ashford & Tsui, 1991; Moss, Valenzi, &
Taggart, 2003). Research has suggested that em-
ployees tend to self-regulate to build better work
relationships. Indeed, simply to survive in organi-
zations, employees must understand instances of
their own ineffective behavior and performance so
that they can make corresponding corrections (Ash-
ford et al., 2003). Researchers have also noted that
the seeking of negative feedback by subordinates
can prevent both detrimental consequences of poor
performance and misunderstandings between su-
pervisors and subordinates (Ashford et al., 2003;
Morrison & Bies, 1991). Further, by seeking feed-
back immediately after a failure, subordinates may
prevent a build-up of negative supervisor evalua-
tions (Morrison & Bies, 1991). Because negative
feedback has a significantly higher instrumental
value in the processes of role making and image
enhancing than positive feedback (Ashford & Tsui,
1991; Moss et al., 2003), in Study 2 we examined all
the hypotheses using the notion of negative feed-
back seeking as well as the general feedback seek-
ing that we tested in Study 1.

In summary, in the second study, we (1) exam-
ined whether our hypotheses also held for subor-
dinates’ negative feedback seeking behavior, (2) in-
vestigated how subordinates’ feedback seeking,
LMX quality, and supervisors’ interpretations of

FIGURE 2
Study 1: Moderating Effects of Supervisors’ Attributions of Subordinates’ General Feedback-Seeking
Behavior to Underlying Motives
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the motives for feedback seeking influenced subor-
dinates’ work performance, and (3) tested whether
our model could be generalized to an industry
other than the one in Study 1.

STUDY 2: METHODS
Sample and Data Collection

The sample of Study 2 included 240 supervisor-
subordinate dyads from two Chinese corporations,
each with more than 1,500 workers. Both compa-
nies were from the vehicle component manufactur-
ing industry in Hangzhou, in Zhejiang Province.

The data were collected in March 2005. Two sets
of questionnaires were used in the study: one for
subordinates (they were all blue-collar manufactur-
ing staff) and another for their immediate supervi-
sors. The first author visited all the respondents
(groups of supervisors and subordinates separately)
in person and conducted the survey following the
same procedure as in Study 1. Out of 526 question-
naires (256 for supervisors and 270 for subordi-
nates), 480 usable questionnaires (240 supervisor-
subordinate dyads) were returned. Usable response
rates were 93.8 and 88.9 percent for supervisors
and subordinates, respectively. These 240 employ-
ees were supervised by 84 immediate supervisors.
The maximum number of surveys completed by a
single supervisor was five in this study. Of the
sampled subordinates, 40.8 percent were female,
and 12.5 percent had a college education or above.
The mean age and organizational tenure of the sub-
ordinates were 29.2 and 4.0 years, respectively. Of
the sampled supervisors, 28.8 percent were female,
and 26.3 percent had a college education or above.
The mean age and organizational tenure of the su-
pervisors were 29.2 and 6.4 years, respectively. The
average length of the relationship was 1.47 years.

Measures

Apart from negative feedback seeking behavior
(the independent variable) and subordinates’ objec-
tive performance (the dependent variable), the key
measures—namely, supervisor-attributed perfor-
mance enhancement motives and supervisor-attrib-
uted impression management motives (the moder-
ating variables), LMX quality (the mediator
variable), and all control variables—were the same
as in Study 1. Negative feedback seeking (the inde-
pendent variable), supervisor-attributed perfor-
mance enhancement motives, and supervisor-
attributed impression management motives (the
moderators) were rated by supervisors, and LMX
quality (the mediator) was rated by subordinates.

The work performance of subordinates was mea-
sured by objective data provided by the companies.

Negative feedback seeking behavior. We mea-
sured subordinates’ negative feedback seeking us-
ing the same five-item scale used to measure gen-
eral feedback-seeking behavior in Study 1. Because
this scale, which was validated by VandeWalle et
al. (2000), does not address whether feedback is
positive or negative, we modified it, asking the
supervisors how frequently their subordinates
asked for feedback regarding inadequacies in (1)
their overall work performance, (2) their technical
performance on the job, (3) role fulfillments, (4)
social behaviors, and (5) how well their values and
attitudes were suited to the firm (1 = “never,” 7 =
“always”). The alpha coefficient for the items
was .82.

Subordinates’ work performance. The two
companies used a piece-rate pay system. Workers
received monthly pay according to the quantity of
their output. We obtained the monthly piece-rate
scores for all respondents from January to March
2005. Work performance was measured by averag-
ing the three-month piece-rate scores. Since the
piece-rate scores were calculated differently in the
two companies, we standardized the scores within
each company and used the standardized scores to
represent work performance.

STUDY 2: RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses

Confirmatory factor analyses. We conducted a
confirmatory factor analysis to further evaluate the
discriminant validity of supervisor-attributed per-
formance enhancement motives and supervisor-at-
tributed impression management motives. The re-
sults suggested that the hypothesized two-factor
model (CFI = .93, TLI = .90, RMSEA = .08) yielded
a better fit than the single-factor model (CFI = .88,
TLI = .83, RMSEA = .12), with a chi-square change
of 25.46 (Adf = 1, p < .001). To statistically dis-
criminate the three key variables (negative feedback
seeking behavior, supervisor-attributed performance
enhancement motives, and supervisor-attributed im-
pression management motives) rated by supervi-
sors, we conducted another confirmatory factor
analysis. Results showed that the three-factor
model (CFI = .91, TLI = .90, RMSEA = .08) yielded
a better fit than the single-factor model (CFI = .59,
TLI = .50, RMSEA = .16). The change in chi-square
was 309.55 (Adf = 3, p < .001).

Descriptive statistics. Table 3 presents the
means, standard deviations, and zero-order Pear-
son correlations of all key variables.
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TABLE 3
Study 2: Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations, and Reliabilities®
Key Variables Mean s.d. 1 2 3 4

1. Negative feedback seeking behavior 3.19 0.89 (.82)
2. Supervisor-attributed performance 5.09 0.80 26% % (.82)

enhancement motives
3. Supervisor-attributed impression 4.01 1.07 13%* 44 (.81)

management motives
4. Leader-member exchange quality 3.50 0.49 54 xE* .09 —.04 (.81)
5. Subordinates’ objective 0.00 0.84 A7%* .16* —.01 54*

performance”

# n = 240 (supervisor-subordinate dyads).
b Values are Z-scores.
*p<.05
x5 p < .01
**% p <001

Tests of Hypotheses

Following the steps suggested by Muller et al.
(2005), we conducted a hierarchical regression
analysis to test the hypotheses and the mediated
moderation model. As shown in Table 4 (model 1),
the interaction of negative feedback seeking and
supervisor-attributed performance enhancement
motives (8 = 0.17, p < .05, AR’= .02) and the
interaction of negative feedback seeking and super-
visor-attributed impression management motives
(B =-0.19, p < .01, AR?= .02) both had significant
effects on the work performance of subordinates.
The results fulfill the first requirement of mediated
moderation.

Next, negative feedback seeking behavior was
positively related to LMX quality (8 = 0.14, p <
.05, AR* = .02; Table 4, model 2), thus meeting the
second requirement of mediation moderation and
lending support to Hypothesis 1.

In addition, we found that the interaction of neg-
ative feedback seeking behavior and supervisor-
attributed performance enhancement motives (8 =
0.17, p < .05, AR* = .02) and the interaction of
negative feedback seeking and supervisor-attrib-
uted impression management motives (8 = —0.18,
p < .05, AR* = .02) had significant effects on LMX
quality (Table 4, model 2). The interactive effects
are plotted in Figure 3. In support of Hypothesis 2a,
simple slope analyses show that negative feedback
seeking was more positively and significantly re-
lated to LMX when supervisors interpreted the be-
havior as driven by strong performance enhance-
ment motives (simple slope test: B = 0.18, p < .05)
than when supervisors interpreted the behavior as
driven by weak performance enhancement motives
(simple slope test: B = 0.04, n.s.). In addition, we
found that negative feedback seeking was more
positively related to LMX when supervisors inter-

preted the behavior as driven by weak impression
management motives (simple slope test: B = 0.24,
p < .01) than when supervisors interpreted it as
driven by strong supervisor-attributed impression
management motives (simple slope test: B = 0.07,
n.s.). Therefore, Hypothesis 2b was also supported.

Next, model 3 of Table 4 reveals a significant
effect of the quality of LMX on work performance
(B = 0.53, p < .001, AR* = .23), which meets the
third requirement for mediated moderation, while
the interactions of negative feedback seeking be-
havior and supervisor-attributed performance en-
hancement motives (8 = 0.07, p < n.s., AR* = .01)
and supervisor-attributed impression management
motives (8 = —0.10, n.s., AR* = .01) are no longer
significant; these findings meet the fourth require-
ment for mediated moderation. The plots in Figure
3 show that negative feedback seeking behavior
was more positively and significantly related to
work performance when supervisors interpreted
the negative feedback seeking as driven by strong
performance enhancement motives (simple slope
test: B = 0.17, p < .05) than when they believed it
was driven by weak performance enhancement mo-
tives (simple slope test: B = 0.09, n.s.). Addition-
ally, we found that negative feedback seeking be-
havior was more positively related to work
performance when supervisors interpreted it as
driven by weak (simple slope test: B = 0.31, p <
.01) rather than strong (simple slope test: B = 0.05,
n.s.) impression management motives. These re-
sults suggest that LMX completely mediated the
interaction effects on subordinates’ objective per-
formance. Therefore, Hypotheses 3a and 3b were
supported.

As in Study 1, we also examined the possible
three-way interaction of feedback-seeking behav-
ior, supervisor-attributed performance enhance-
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TABLE 4
Results of Regression Analysis for the Mediated Moderation Model®

Model 1: Performance

Variables B

Model 2: LMX Model 3: Performance

B t B t

Independent
Negative feedback seeking behavior 0.14
AR? 02*

Moderator
Supervisor-attributed performance 0.12
enhancement motives

Supervisor-attributed impression -0.11 —1.40

management motives
AR? .01

Interactive effects
Negative feedback-seeking behavior 0.17
X supervisor-attributed
performance enhancement
motives

Negative feedback-seeking behavior -0.19 —2.42%%

X supervisor-attributed
impression management motives
AR? .02*

Mediator
LMX
AR?

Interactive effects
LMX X supervisor-attributed
performance enhancement
motives
LMX X supervisor-attributed
impression management motives
AR?

0.14 2.12% 0.10 1.63
.02* .01

0.08 1.04 0.07 1.13

—0.10 —1.40 —0.05 —-0.71

.01 .01

0.17 2.23% 0.07 0.92

—0.18 —2.30* —0.10 —1.34

.02* .01

0.53 8.75%**
.23***

0.02 —0.30

—0.07 —1.00

.00

# Coefficients of all control variables are excluded from the table. n = 240 (supervisor-subordinate dyads).

*p<.05
£% p < .01
£5% p <001

ment motives, and supervisor-attributed impres-
sion management motives on LMX quality and
work performance. Again, we found no significant
effect.

DISCUSSION

We found that subordinates’ feedback-seeking
behavior was more strongly, positively related to a
high-quality leader-member relationship (LMX)
and subordinates’ work performance when super-
visors interpreted the feedback seeking as driven
more by performance enhancement motives and
less by impression management motives. These
findings suggest that supervisors do not have a
simple appreciation of the explicitly proactive be-
haviors of their subordinates. Rather, it appears
that they place great emphasis on the underlying

motivations for these behaviors. Thus, our results
have extended the feedback-seeking behavior liter-
ature by demonstrating the importance of supervi-
sors’ attributions of subordinates’ motives for feed-
back seeking.

Theoretical Implications

First, we extend the literature on feedback-seek-
ing behavior by investigating how such behavior is
related to the quality of LMX and work perfor-
mance. The results provide more understanding of
the outcomes of subordinates’ feedback seeking. In
past empirical studies, the effects of feedback seek-
ing on work performance have varied; for example,
Morrison (1993) found that feedback seeking was
positively related to work performance, yet Ash-
ford and Black (1996) failed to find support for the
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FIGURE 3
Study 2: Moderating Effects of Supervisors’ Attributions of Subordinates’ Negative Feedback Seeking
Behavior to Underlying Motives
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relationship. Because previous research has not an-
swered the question of how feedback-seeking be-
havior directly influences work performance, in the
present study we added investigation of how LMX
quality mediates the relationship between feedback
seeking and performance. This addition to previous
efforts is important because LMX focuses on the
people interaction that is essential in work
contexts.

Second, past findings presented in the LMX lit-
erature suggest that impression management, par-
ticularly ingratiation, is positively associated with
LMX quality (e.g., Dockery & Steiner, 1990; Wayne
& Ferris, 1990; Wayne & Liden, 1995). However,
supervisors’ assessments of subordinates’ motives
have not previously been considered in LMX re-
search. Our research suggests that, regardless of the

real motives for subordinates’ feedback seeking, su-
pervisors’ attributions of motives play a vital role.
When supervisors attribute behavior to impression
management, high-quality LMX is absent. This pat-
tern suggests that such attributions are worthy of
attention, as they help explain the effects of sub-
ordinates’ behavior on the quality of supervisor-
subordinate relationships and, ultimately, on
performance.

This research also has implications for how high-
quality LMX might be established. Although it has
been suggested that either supervisor or subordi-
nate can contribute to building such an exchange
(Liden et al., 1997), previous studies have tended to
focus mainly on supervisors’ initiation of LMX by,
for example, establishing appropriate relationships
with each subordinate (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).
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Our findings suggest that subordinates may also
take a proactive role in building high-quality LMX,
by seeking feedback from their supervisors.

Managerial Implications

A practical implication is that proactive work
behavior in general and feedback seeking in partic-
ular may not be necessarily associated with a high
quality of LMX. Our findings show that such be-
haviors are positively related to social exchanges
between supervisors and subordinates only when
the supervisors believe that the feedback-seeking
behavior is intended to improve performance
rather than to enhance impression. The results help
subordinates understand the fact that supervisors
prefer more work-related efforts from them (Day &
Crain, 1992) and do not generally find impression
management desirable.

Moreover, it is critically important that supervi-
sors have the abilities and skills to accurately in-
terpret the motives underlying subordinates’ proac-
tive behavior. It is known that perceptional bias,
stereotypes, and misunderstandings are likely to
influence supervisors’ evaluations of their subordi-
nates (Spector & Jex, 1991). If a supervisor mistak-
enly attributes the feedback seeking of a subordi-
nate who genuinely wants to enhance work
performance to impression management motives
and, subsequently, the supervisor does not engage
in constructive exchange with the subordinate, that
subordinate is likely to be discouraged from exhib-
iting such behavior in the future. Leadership devel-
opment programs should encourage supervisors to
be open to subordinates’ proactive behaviors in
general, but these programs should also develop
both supervisors’ and subordinates’ communica-
tion skills to facilitate their mutual understanding.

Limitations and Future Research

Like any study, this one is not without limita-
tions. First, we cannot draw firm conclusions about
causation from a cross-sectional study, and we can-
not rule out the possibility of reverse causation. It is
possible that a high-quality LMX might encourage
subordinates to seek feedback more frequently.
Thus, researchers have found that employees seek
feedback more often if their leaders are positively
supportive (Vancouver & Morrison, 1995; Wil-
liams, Miller, Steelman, & Levy, 1999); further, mu-
tual trust, respect for subordinates’ ideas, and con-
sideration of their feelings are positively related to
feedback-seeking behavior (VandeWalle et al.,
2000). Therefore, longitudinal studies are needed
to provide firm evidence of causation. Second, be-

cause our data were collected only in China, one
might question whether our findings and theory
can be generalized to other cultural settings. Some
researchers have shown that feedback-seeking be-
havior may vary across cultures (Morrison, Chen, &
Salgado, 2004; Sully de Luque & Sommer, 2000).
For example, Morrison et al. (2004) found that em-
ployees in low-individualism and “high power dis-
tance” societies, such as China, may be less likely
to seek feedback from their supervisors. Therefore,
it is possible that different results may be found in
other nations. Third, we only examined subordi-
nates’ feedback seeking in the form of verbal re-
quests (inquiring). Facial expression, observations,
monitoring, or other forms of feedback seeking
were not been tested in this research because it is
difficult to measure these behaviors. Therefore, fu-
ture studies should develop measures to further
investigate different forms of the feedback seeking
of subordinates rated by supervisors and/or peers.
Related to the third limitation is that we addressed
the frequency of subordinates’ feedback seeking
and limited its target to immediate supervisors
only, given that we were using a cross-sectional
design. We did not examine patterns in other as-
pects of feedback-seeking behavior, such as the tim-
ing of feedback-seeking attempts (e.g., whether im-
mediately following performance or after a delay)
and a target’s mood.

One possible way to extend our model would be
to address the question of why supervisors tend to
attribute feedback-seeking behavior to performance
enhancement and impression management mo-
tives. According to the cognitive information pro-
cessing approach (Lord, 1985; Schneider, 1991), a
supervisor tends to form a schema of attributions of
each subordinate’s behavior and underlying mo-
tives during the early stages of the supervisor-sub-
ordinate relationship (Wayne & Liden, 1995). Once
relationships and roles have become established,
the supervisor will often use the schema for a par-
ticular subordinate as a cognitive shortcut for mak-
ing inferences about the motives behind the subor-
dinate’s subsequent behavior. The schemata
formed in the early stage of exchange processes
may determine how supervisors interpret the sub-
ordinates’ motives for behaviors in later exchanges
(Lord & Maher, 1991). For this reason, we suggest
that future research examine how these schemata
are developed and how they influence the way that
supervisors make sense of and evaluate subordi-
nates’ behaviors.

Our study could be extended by using a longitu-
dinal research design, not only to address issues of
causality as discussed above, but also to examine
developing rather than established relationships.
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Specifically, a longitudinal study might address
how feedback seeking contributes to the develop-
ment of LMX quality and to improved performance
over time, as a relationship develops. In addition,
we propose that a feedback loop may exist, because
the quality of LMX may also be positively related to
feedback seeking (Vancouver & Morrison, 1995;
Williams et al., 1999), which, in turn, may be con-
ducive to higher work performance. Higher work
performance may then further encourage feedback-
seeking behavior. In addition, because research has
also suggested that higher performance leads to a
more positive LMX (Deluga & Perry, 1994; Dockery
& Steiner, 1990), the feedback loop may also consist
of higher work performance leading to more posi-
tive LMX, which leads to more frequent feedback
seeking.

Further, Janssen and Van Yperen (2004) found
that LMX mediated the positive relationship be-
tween subordinates’ mastery orientation and their
in-role work performance. The authors explained
that because subordinates with high mastery orien-
tations strive to develop their competence, skills,
and abilities, they tend to actively engage in fre-
quent social exchanges with their supervisors in
order to discuss and learn how to perform better at
work. Following this line of reasoning, the mastery
goal orientation of a subordinate may be a driving
force for feedback-seeking behavior and/or the
ways in which supervisors attribute the motives for
the behavior. This is an interesting area for future
research.

In spite of the limitations of our research, our
findings provide new insights into the relation-
ships between LMX and impression management,
feedback-seeking behavior and LMX, and the effects
of supervisors’ interpretations of subordinates’ mo-
tives for feedback seeking on LMX quality as well as
on the work performance of subordinates.
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