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Abstract
Recent trends indicate that organizations will continue their strategic pursuit of teamwork for the foreseeable future, which will
create a need for accurate assessments of individuals’ performance in teams. Although individual behaviors can be perceived and
assessed by fellow team members (i.e., peers), the extent to which the team shapes perceivers’ judgments versus the target’s
behavior is unclear. We conducted two studies to understand how and why team context influences peer ratings of individual
performance. In study 1, we conducted cross-classified modeling on a sample of 7160 performance observations of 568 targets
made by 567 perceivers, who were eachmembers of four separate teams. Results indicated that teammembership accounted for a
substantially higher proportion of perceiver, relative to target, variance. In study 2, we conducted social relations modeling with a
sample of 679 performance observations collected from 217 individuals nested in 46 teams to test the effects of psychological
safety on perceiver, target, and team variance components. Perceptions of psychological safety accounted for proportionally
larger perceiver, relative to target, variance in OCB, and task performance ratings. Altogether, team context appears to affect
perceivers’ judgments of behavior more than the target’s behavior itself, implying that peer ratings sourced from different teams
may not be comparable. We consider the implications for the collection and interpretation of peer performance ratings in teams
and the potential implications for social cognitive theory, such that certain aspects of the team context, including psychological
safety, may act as a cognitive heuristic by molding perceiver judgments of targets.
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Collaboration in organizations is critical for adaptability, in-
novation, and learning, and recent trends suggest that topman-
agement teams plan to continue to leverage teamwork as a
strategic organizational advantage (O’Neill & Salas, 2018).
Assessing an individual’s performance within a collaborative
team environment is therefore critical for addressing human
resource management (HRM) functions such as needs analy-
sis, performance management, and training (Aguinis, 2013).
Perhaps one of the most obvious potential sources of

information about work behavior of individuals within teams
is the perspectives of fellow team members (i.e., peers).
Indeed, peers have substantial observation opportunities, in-
teract regularly with team members, and are knowledgeable
about others’ behaviors (Dominick, Reilly, & McGourty,
1997). However, the leniency and severity of peer ratings
appear to be affected by team membership (Loignon et al.,
2017), potentially making cross-team comparisons of peer
ratings inappropriate within a broader HRM system. Thus,
although peers represent a potential source of information
about individuals’ effectiveness in teams (Ohland et al.,
2012), we need to know more about what contributes to var-
iability in the ratings from peers (cf. Bamberger, 2007).

While some research has shown that aspects of the rating
context—including the type of task (Dierdorff & Surface,
2007), salience of performance relative to others (Goffin,
Jelley, Powell, & Johnston, 2009), and the rating purpose
(i.e., administrative versus developmental; Greguras, Robie,
Schleicher, & Maynard, 2003; Jawahar & Williams, 1997)—
can influence rating quality, there is much less knowledge
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regarding how the characteristics of a team may affect peer
ratings of performance. The limited research that has been
conducted has revealed that unit- or team-level variance in
individual performance ratings is non-trivial (e.g., Ellington
&Wilson, 2017;Waldman, Yammarino, &Avolio, 1990), yet
little research has examined the sources of team variance in
individual performance ratings. The “face-value” interpreta-
tion of peer ratings assumes that the ratings are equivalent, and
therefore comparable, between different teams. If this assump-
tion is invalid, however, then so too are inferences we draw
from behavioral ratings for research, performance appraisal,
or development collected from peers in nested structures (e.g.,
360-degree assessments). It is therefore vital to develop more
precise knowledge about the sources of team-level variance in
peer ratings of behaviors. Moreover, investigating how teams
influence individual ratings is particularly appropriate given
that teams are a proximal and highly salient entity for most
employees and team constructs are well-developed and highly
predictive of team outcomes (e.g., LePine, Piccolo, Jackson,
Mathieu, & Saul, 2008). The current research, therefore, may
also generalize to most rating processes in organizations given
that they often occur within a team context (e.g., supervisor
performance ratings).

In addition to limited empirical research, there has been a
corresponding lack of theory development that explains why
team variance might exist in peer ratings of individual behav-
ior. This is important because teasing out the potential social-
psychological processes responsible for the effects can ad-
vance our theoretical understanding of the phenomena.
Accordingly, we developed and systematically tested two
plausible theoretical propositions about how team-level fac-
tors may influence peer ratings of team members’ behavior.
The first is the situation strength perspective (e.g., Mischel,
1973), wherein teams influence the actual behavior of all
members, thereby resulting in systematic raising or lowering
of all team members’ performance ratings. The second prop-
osition, which we refer to as the social cognitive perspective,
describes how teams systematically influence the cognitions
of people providing ratings (henceforth, we refer to these en-
tities as perceivers) such that the context could be affecting
how teammembers comprehend their colleagues’ behavior. In
other words, individuals may apply their perceptions about the
team to derive overall judgments about their fellow team
members or make attributions about peers’ behavior that
may or may not be accurate. Thus, the team may provide cues
that influence how perceivers assign their peers to social cat-
egories or prototypes (e.g., diligent vs. sloppy, helpful vs.
selfish) to make overall attributions about others (see Srull &
Wyer, 1989) and “fill in the gaps” for the unobserved behavior
of their peers. Although prior research has examined ratings
within the context of teams, units, or organizations, our theo-
rizing and research design allows us to shed light on the extent
to which ratings are due to the actual behavior of those

receiving ratings (henceforth, we refer to these entities as tar-
gets) versus the perceiver’s cognitions related to team mem-
bership and associated team-level constructs.

We conducted two studies to address these questions.
Study 1 employed a unique cross-classified design (e.g.,
Putka & Hoffman, 2013), which provides a valuable opportu-
nity to isolate the variance due to perceivers and targets across
multiple team memberships, rather than only within a single
team. Such a design avoids confounding team-related vari-
ance components with who is in the team, which is a limitation
of nearly all studies on this topic. That is, in studies where
participants are only members of one team, it is not possible to
determine if observed between-team variance in individual
ratings is due to differences between teams in the average
ability of the teams' members, or if the processes and emergent
states created by the team are influencing target behaviors or
perceiver judgments. Further, the cross-classified design al-
lows us to estimate the extent to which team membership
accounts for variance specific to the perceivers or targets.

In study 2, we build on study 1 by conducting social rela-
tions modeling to partition the variance of individual ratings
into the target, perceiver, rating dyad, and team components.
Specifically, we examine how perceptions of psychological
safety influence peer ratings of task performance and organi-
zational citizenship behavior (OCB). Given that high levels of
trust and acceptance are characteristic of psychological safety,
we propose that psychological safety affects perceivers’ cog-
nitions and is used as a heuristic to make positive inferences
about others’ behaviors, whether or not the behaviors were
directly observed. We included two behavioral rating criteria
because there may be differences in the extent to which per-
ceptions of task versus trait-oriented behaviors are shared be-
tween perceivers (e.g., Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2009) and that
perceivers may make different attributions regarding the mo-
tivations for OCB of fellow teammembers (e.g., Halbesleben,
Bowler, Bolino, & Turnley, 2010).We begin by reviewing the
literature on sources of rating variance and then we explore the
potential causes of team variance to advance the study hypoth-
eses and research questions.

Sources of Rating Variance

Perceptions of others’ behavior form as a function of the com-
plex interplay between individual differences and interactions
among the individuals within a social context (e.g., as de-
scribed in the Lens Model of person perception: cf. Kuncel,
Klieger, Connelly, & Ones, 2013). More specifically, judg-
ments (i.e., ratings) about behaviors in a team (e.g., perfor-
mance or citizenship) will be influenced by the degree to
which target behavior is rated consistently by all perceivers
(i.e., “target effect”), the perceiver’s tendencies to provide
similar ratings to all targets (i.e. “perceiver effect”), the quality
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of the relationship between the two individuals (i.e., “perceiv-
er-target dyad effect”), and the team environment
(Christensen & Kashy, 2012).

Substantial research has been dedicated to estimating
sources of target and perceiver variance in the general rating
literature, reporting that 8% (Loignon et al., 2017) to 54%
(Ellington & Wilson, 2017) of model variance is attributable
to consistent perceptions of target behavior (for other esti-
mates that fall within this range see Dierdorff & Surface,
2007; Hoffman, Lance, Bynum, & Gentry, 2010; O’Neill,
McLarnon, & Carswell, 2015). These findings raise some
concerns about the accuracy of performance ratings in partic-
ular because a relatively low percentage of target variance
implies that peer ratings might contain little performance-
relevant information. Indeed, research has found that a large
proportion of variance in peer ratings is attributed to per-
ceivers, which is often interpreted as a form of rater bias
(Ellington & Wilson, 2017; Hoffman et al., 2010; Scullen,
Mount, & Goff, 2000). Moreover, Greguras, Robie, and
Born (2001) reported that perceivers accounted for more var-
iance in overall performance ratings than did the targets, im-
plying that, far from being entirely objective, performance
judgments can be in the eye of the beholder. Finally, the nature
of the dyadic relationship between perceivers and targets can
also influence ratings, although often to a relatively lesser
extent (e.g., 11 to 12%; Loignon et al., 2017; O’Neill et al.,
2015; O’Neill, Goffin, & Gellatly, 2012).

A key focus of the current research is on team-level vari-
ance in peer ratings of team members’ behavior, although as
we mentioned, our theorizing may generalize to any rating
context that occurs within a team (e.g., supervisor perfor-
mance ratings). Given the plethora of applications of ratings
in organizations, it is vital to understand how peer ratings can
be compared across teams and to enhance our understanding
of the processes that influence team variance in individual
ratings. Loignon et al. (2017) is the only study to our knowl-
edge that has examined the impact of team context on peer
ratings of performance, and they found that context accounted
for 16% of the variance in peer performance ratings of ad hoc
student work teams. They also found that team-level variance
was reduced to 10% in teams that received frame-of-reference
rating training, suggesting that the team context influenced
how peer raters framed performance behavior. Evidence that
the team context can shape performance ratings can be found
in several other studies that did not use peers to rate perfor-
mance. As discussed earlier, the unit-level context accounted
for 28% of the variance in supervisor performance ratings of
police officers (Ellington &Wilson, 2017), whereas the class-
room context (climate in this case) accounted for 24% of the
variance in student ratings of professor performance (Murphy,
Cleveland, Kinney, Skattebo, & Newman, 2003). In both
studies, the hypotheses regarding mediators and moderators
that could explain the influences on team variance were not

supported, indicating that more research is required to under-
stand the causes of team variance and the viability of using
peer ratings for administrative and developmental purposes.

Possible Causes of Team Rating Variance

As we noted earlier, it is important to understand why teams
contribute to individuals’ rating variance. If we can better
understand the behavioral and social-psychological processes
responsible for the effects of team contexts, we can develop a
deeper theoretical understanding of ratings in teams and po-
tentially improve the accuracy of those ratings through
targeted interventions. The effects of team characteristics on
evaluations of individual behavior may be explained by how
the team facilitates or constrains the expression of behavior. In
essence, this explanation falls in line with Mischel’s (1973)
classic “situation strength” concept, where situations are
“strong” to the extent that behavioral expectations are clear
and perceived consistently across individuals; there are suffi-
cient incentives to align behavior with expectations; and indi-
viduals possess the skills or are provided with the skills nec-
essary to produce the desired behaviors. Similar, but more
recent, theorizing has argued that situations are strong when
expectations are clear, different sources provide consistent
cues about expected behaviors, there are significant con-
straints restricting individual discretion, and decisions or ac-
tions have important consequences (Meyer, Dalal, &
Hermida, 2010). If teams create such situations, they should
produce relatively uniform behavior among team members
and individual differences, such as personality and ability,
may contribute relatively less to observable behavior. Thus,
individuals will largely demonstrate behavior that is relevant
to team expectations, whether adaptive or maladaptive, be-
cause the team has created powerful incentives and selected
or endowed team members with the skills to meet expecta-
tions, ultimately leading to within-team homogeneity. In such
situations, the team influences individual behavior and peer
performance rating variance across teams reflect the target’s
actual behavior rather than idiosyncratic perceiver judgments.

Meta-analytic evidence has indicated that many of the stud-
ies invoking situation strength explanations have not conduct-
ed direct tests of the theory, which require examining how
stronger versus weaker situations restrict variance in the de-
pendent variable (Keeler, Kong, Dalal, & Cortina, 2019).
According to those authors, of the studies that have tested or
reported differences in the variance of the dependent variable
across situations, only a minority have supported situation
strength theory. As such, it may be valuable to investigate
alternative explanations for how teams influence performance
ratings and theories of social cognition appear to be particu-
larly relevant; to that end, we also consider the role of social-
cognitive processes.
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Specifically, individuals tend to view other team members
as a collective category (Savitsky, Van Boven, Epley, &
Wight, 2005) and may impose their interpretation of team
characteristics on individual team members. As such, per-
ceivers may be less prone to detect and utilize behavioral cues
of individual team members and instead rely on their evalua-
tion of team characteristics to derive probabilistic/likely judg-
ments about the target’s behavior. This line of reasoning is
consistent with theories of social categorization, which sug-
gest that judges conserve cognitive resources by quickly
assigning targets to general conceptual categories based on
early observations of small samples of behavior (Srull &
Wyer, 1989). Future behavior is interpreted with respect to
category membership and unknown or unobserved informa-
tion is assumed based on behaviors that are prototypical for
that category (Favero & Ilgen, 1989).

If the social cognition explanation is accurate, then teams
may influence how perceivers assign targets to conceptual
categories, which then influences how subsequent target be-
havior is recalled and interpreted by perceivers. For example,
an individual in a safe and accepting team may assume posi-
tive characteristics of all team members and only search for
and utilize behavioral cues that confirm their expectations,
thereby creating a form of halo that influences judgments of
others (cf. Allen & O’Neill, 2015). Consistent with this expla-
nation, research has found that higher team satisfaction can
reduce self-serving biases among individual team members
(Behfar, Friedman, & Oh, 2016).

We address the situation strength and social cognition ex-
planations in the studies that follow. In study 1, we determine
how much perceiver and target variance in individual perfor-
mance ratings is attributable to team membership for people
who are members of multiple teams. The results of that study
provide estimates of the extent to which teams influence rat-
ings via situation strength or perceiver cognitions within a
cross-classified design that randomizes team membership. In
the second study, we examine how the emergent state of psy-
chological safety accounts for team-, perceiver-, and target-
level variance in task performance and OCB ratings. Table 1
provides an explanation of the different variance components
in studies 1 and 2.

Study 1

The purpose of study 1 was to provide a reliable estimate of
the magnitude of team effects on perceiver and target variance
in peer performance ratings. We did this using a stronger
design than is typically employed, that is, by invoking cross-
classified modeling (see O’Neill et al., 2012) of people who
were members of multiple teams. This research design ac-
counts for unobserved individual differences of targets and
perceivers while estimating the proportion of target and

perceiver variance that is attributable to team membership.
Given our previous arguments, it is plausible that teams create
situations that reinforce consistent behavior among targets and
consistent performance judgments by perceivers; however,
the current theory does not provide precise explanations about
which mechanism has the strongest influence on ratings. We
thus expect team membership to account for some perceiver
and target variance in peer ratings, but we cannot predict if
there will be differences in the magnitude of variance compo-
nents. This first study was critical in order to understand the
extent to which team membership affects individuals’ ratings,
and to identify which variance components (i.e., target versus
perceiver) are affected most by the team context. More spe-
cifically, if teams create unique, strong situations that restrict
within-team variance in behavior, then the target’s teammem-
bership will account for more rating variance than the per-
ceiver’s team membership. Such a result would indicate that
the team may be influencing target behavior more than per-
ceiver cognitions and would support the situation strength
argument. On the other hand, the social cognitive argument
will receive support if the perceiver’s team membership ac-
counts for more rating variance than the target’s team mem-
bership. This would suggest that perceivers’ ratings are influ-
enced by cognitions driven by membership in specific teams.
The within-team variance of ratings given by perceivers
should be restricted, and the between-team variance enhanced,
if teams are influencing the perceiver cognitions. In other
words, if this effect is large, perceivers’ rate their targets very
similarly within teams but very differently across teams.
Unraveling these effects will inform us about whether peer
ratings of performance are largely target-based (thereby con-
tributing to validity) versus whether theymay be biased by the
perceivers’ assessment of team characteristics (thereby
detracting from validity, but offering an increasing under-
standing of where this source of variance originates).

Hypothesis 1: Team membership accounts for (a) target
and (b) perceiver variance in peer ratings.

Research Question 1: Are there differences in the amount
of perceiver and target variance accounted for by team
membership?

Study 1 Methods

Sample

In the current study, we report on empirical analyses of a
database of peer feedback ratings within ITPmetrics.com.
ITPmetrics is an internet software platform that hosts team-
based assessments that are currently used in many post-
secondary institutions, primarily in Australia, Canada,
Europe, and the USA (O’Neill et al., 2018). The website man-
ages the collection of performance data; that is, teammembers
log into the site to submit performance ratings of others and
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receive their own ratings. Participants in the database were
from many disciplines that employ teamwork in post-
secondary education and all had given consent to share their
results for research purposes. Typical team projects included
research reports, presentations, proposals, business ventures,
engineering designs, software development, experiential
learning, and field projects. The ratings were from students
working as part of a team for one or more semesters within the
context of a course in higher education. Although precise sta-
tistics are not available, instructors in business as well as en-
gineering faculties are likely the most common users of the
platform. Typical courses in business that use teamwork in-
volve organizational behavior and entrepreneurship. Typical
courses that use teamwork in engineering are design-based
and they usually reside in electrical or mechanical engineering
fields. However, the system is available to any instructor and
therefore the teams may be from a multitude of disciplines.
The teams are embedded in courses and likely would have
team-based deliverables associated with course grades.

The initial data comprised 116,973 individual ratings of
17,727 targets by 17,729 perceivers. A total of 37.4% of the
sample were female and the average age was 22.27 years
(SD = 5.34). Of the rating targets in the sample, 28.27% were
members of only one team, 41.42% were members of two
distinct teams, 17.46% were members of three teams,
10.04% were members of four teams, and the remainder were
members of up to seven different teams. Although not identi-
cal, the team membership characteristics for perceivers in the
sample were very similar to that of targets (i.e., there were
slight differences because not all of targets and perceivers

were members of the same number of teams). We chose to
retain data from participants who had been members of four
different teams to ensure there were enough teams to estimate
team membership variance in ratings, while maximizing the
total sample size of perceivers and target for the analyses. This
reduced the final sample to 7160 performance rating observa-
tions conducted by 567 perceivers for 568 targets who were
members of 559 separate teams.1

Measures

Round-robin peer ratings of team member behavior were pro-
vided on five dimensions developed by Ohland and col-
leagues (e.g., Loughry, Ohland, & Moore, 2007; Ohland
et al., 2012). The ratings were provided on a 5-point scale (1
= strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree) with multiple be-
haviors describing the high-scoring end of the continuum (see
O’Neill et al., 2019). The dimensions were identified through
a review of the teamwork literature, a review of existing peer
evaluation forms used by instructors, thematic sorting of be-
haviors, subject-matter expert review, and multiple factor-
analytic studies (Loughry et al., 2007). The following dimen-
sions were adapted for use in the ITPmetrics platform (adapted
terms in parentheses): contributing to the team’s work
(commitment); strong foundation of knowledge, skills, and

1 A portion of the data in study 1 appears in a published paper (O’Neill et al.
2019). That paper is intended for educators and is focused on how to apply
peer ratings in the classroom. As such, it only reports the means, standard
deviations, inter-rater reliability, and correlations for each item and the aggre-
gated scale score of the performance rating measure.

Table 1 Variance components in study 1 and study 2 models

Study 1 variance components Interpretation

Target Variance in ratings received by targets from all perceivers, controlling for team membership. A large target variance
component indicates that all ratings received by a target are highly consistent and that targets are differentiated by
their perceivers (i.e., the between-target rating variance is relatively large and the within-target rating variance is
relatively small).

Target team Membership Variance in ratings received by targets specific to each team. A large target team membership variance component
indicates that ratings received by a target are consistent within teams, but variable between teams.

Perceiver Variance in ratings given by perceivers to all targets, controlling for team membership. A large perceiver variance
component indicates that all ratings given by a perceiver are highly consistent and that rating patterns are
differentiated between perceivers (i.e., the between-perceiver rating variance is relatively large and the
within-perceiver rating variance is relatively small).

Perceiver team membership Variance in ratings given by perceivers specific to each team. A large perceiver team membership variance component
indicates that ratings given by a perceiver are consistent within teams, but variable between teams.

Study 2 variance components Interpretation

Target Similar definition as above, but team membership was not controlled as targets were only members of one team.

Perceiver Similar definition as above, but team membership was not controlled as perceivers were only members of one team.

Dyad Rating variance specific to unique target-perceiver dyads. A large dyad variance component indicates that dyad mem-
bers give each other consistent ratings that are unique to the ratings given to other team members.

Team Variance in ratings specific to teams. A large team variance component indicates that all team members give each other
consistent ratings and that rating patterns are differentiated between teams (i.e., the between-team rating variance is
relatively large and the within-team rating variance is relatively small).
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ab i l i t i e s (KSAs ) ; i n t e r a c t i ng w i t h t e amma t e s
(communication); keeping the team on track (focus); and
expecting quality (emphasizing high standards). Inter-rater re-
liability involving the dimensions assessed on ITPmetrics was
found in earlier research to be satisfactory (O’Neill et al.,
2019). The internal consistency reliability was .92 in both
the target and perceiver samples.

Analysis

The round-robin rating design of this study meant that each
target was rated multiple times, and that each perceiver rated
multiple targets. Thus, the dependent variable, performance
rating, was cross-clustered by both perceivers and targets.
Perceivers and targets were also members of four distinct
teams. We analyzed the data using cross-classified modeling
with Mplus 7.31. The cross-classified model we created par-
titions the variance of the peer ratings of performance into the
following sources: target, target’s team membership, perceiv-
er, perceiver’s team membership, and residual variance.

In specifying the model, performance rating observations
were entered at the within-level and perceivers and targets
were the cross-classified level 2 clusters, entered at the be-
tween-level. Four dummy variables that represented team
membership were created for each of the perceivers and tar-
gets (i.e., eight dummy variables in total) and entered as pre-
dictors of the performance ratings at the within-level. Team
membership was treated as a within-person variable because
each individual was a member of multiple teams and the team
membership dummies were predicting the ratings given by
perceivers or received by targets within each team. Similar
to the procedure for multilevel social relations modeling (see
Kenny, 2016; Snijders & Kenny, 1999), the dummy variable
slopes were allowed to randomly vary at level 2 in both the
perceiver and target clusters. The regression slopes of the four
perceiver team membership dummy variables were also
constrained to be equal, as were the regression slopes for the
four target team membership dummy variables. By treating
the dummy variable slopes as random effects and imposing
equality constraints, all four dummy variables were
retained in the model and the effects are interpreted as
the extent to which team membership accounted for per-
ceiver and target variance in the performance ratings,
while controlling for unobserved individual differences
of targets and perceivers (see Table 1 for a description
of the variance components and Fig. 1 for a depiction of
the model).2 One limitation of the cross-classified model-
ing approach we applied is that specific perceiver-target

dyad effects were not directly estimated and this source of
variance is embedded within the residual term.

Study 1 Results

Table 2 contains the results of the cross-classified analysis
described above. After controlling for team membership, per-
ceiver and target characteristics account for similar propor-
tions of model variance at 21.07% and 19.47%, respectively.
On the other hand, team membership of the perceiver com-
prised 24.27% of the total model variance, whereas team
membership of the target was 6.13% of the model variance.
Hypothesis 1 was supported as the 95% confidence interval
excluded zero for both variance estimates (.08 to .10 for per-
ceiver team membership and .02 to .03 for target team mem-
bership). The confidence intervals also did not overlap, indi-
cating that team membership has substantially stronger effects
on the ratings provided by perceivers than on the behavior of
targets; thus, providing an initial answer to the first Research
Question.

Study 1 Discussion

This study investigated the extent to which team membership
accounts for variance in perceiver ratings and target behaviors,
while controlling for all unobserved individual differences of
perceivers and targets via the study design feature of having
individuals asmembers of multiple teams. This study provides
important methodological and empirical contributions be-
cause it allowed us to determine the variance due to team
membership that was specific to targets and perceivers, which,
to our knowledge, has not been done previously when model-
ing multiple teammemberships. The results indicate that team
membership has stronger effects on the cognitions of per-
ceivers than on the behavior of targets, suggesting that the
situation strength explanation accounts for a relatively smaller
portion of the between-team variance in individual perfor-
mance ratings, and that a social-cognitive perspective might
be a more accurate representation of the rating processes that
are contributing to team effects in individual performance
ratings.

To elaborate on the above, if the teams in this research
had a powerful impact on individual performance behav-
ior, and hence, performance ratings, then the target’s team
membership should have accounted for a substantial por-
tion of the total model variance. Or, if all teams restricted
target behavior in similar ways, the overall proportion of
model variance attributable to targets would be reduced as
compared to variance attributable to team membership.
Instead, the target and perceiver components accounted
for very similar proportions of model variance and the
proportion of variance accounted for by the perceiver’s
team membership was four times larger than that of the

2 This differs from the usual application of dummy variables, where the model
would contain one fewer (k − 1) dummy variables than there are teams. In
those types of models, a dummy variable slope is interpreted as the difference
in the y-variable between the team represented by the dummy and the refer-
ence category, or the team that was excluded from the model.
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target. Together, these results suggest that teams play a
larger role in influencing how perceivers judge behavior
in teams than they do in actually influencing the behavior
of team members. In other words, these findings suggest
that teams create “situations” that influence perceivers’
social judgments, rather than individual differences in
performance-related behavior (the latter of which would
be the assumed meaning of these ratings if used in an
HRM system). Although the results of study 1 provided
more precise estimates about the degree to which team
membership accounts for perceiver and target variance,
the study design did not allow us to make inferences
about how teams influence perceiver cognitions. Thus,
we conducted a second study to examine how a theoreti-
cally relevant team-level construct may act to influence or
distort perceiver judgments.

Study 2

The results of study 1 indicated that teams have a stronger
effect on perceiver judgments than they do on target behav-
iors. As discussed previously, one explanation for this finding
is that the team context serves as a heuristic that influences,
and possibly distorts, perceivers’ judgments about their peers’
behavior. The team context may inhibit perceivers’ tendencies
to detect and utilize certain behavioral cues, particularly if the
cues are inconsistent with the team climate. This line of rea-
soning is consistent with a large corpus of research showing
that performance appraisal is often inaccurate and influenced
by factors other than the behaviors being evaluated.
Specifically, ratings are often distorted due to error-prone
memory and information processing (e.g., Hilbert, 2012;
Ilgen, Barnes-Farrell, & McKellin, 1993). And as noted by

Fig. 1 Depiction of the study 1 research design. The sample consisted of
567 perceivers and 568 targets who were members of four unique teams.
Every rating associated with each perceiver and target were included in
the analysis regardless of whether the rating was given (or received) from
an individual who was included in the main perceiver or target sample.
For example, we retained every rating that perceiver A provided to targets
1.1 through 1.4, even though target 1.4 was excluded from the main target

sample because she did not participate in four distinct teams. The design
allowed us to account for the cross-classified nature of the data (i.e., some
participants were a perceiver and a target) and to provide the most reliable
estimates of perceiver, target, and team membership effects by retaining
all of the ratings associated with each perceiver and target in the main
sample

Table 2 Cross-classified
modeling results 95% confidence

interval

Variance component σ2 estimate Posterior SD Lower Upper % of model variance

Target .073 .007 .060 .087 19.47

Target team membership .023 .003 .018 .029 6.13

Perceiver .079 .009 .064 .097 21.07

Perceiver team membership .091 .005 .081 .101 24.27

Residual .109 .002 .104 .114 29.07

The model contained 7160 performance rating observations by 567 perceivers for 568 targets on 559 separate
teams
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Erez, Schilpzand, Leavitt, Woolum, and Judge (2015), “indi-
viduals generally face some degree of uncertainty when rating
and rely upon person impressions to ‘fill in the gaps’ (Wherry
& Bartlett, 1982), and may also reweight performance criteria
to justify decisions reflecting their own social preferences or
biases” (p. 1766). The results of study 1 extend the logic of
appraisal heuristics to the team level and suggest that teams
may influence social cognition by acting on impressions of
individual team members, providing some of the “gap-filling”
information used to derive performance judgments. That is,
perceivers use the team context as a heuristic to derive general
impressions of a target, which affects how subsequent target
behavior is recalled and interpreted. Thus, we believe that the
specific characteristics of the team context may be responsible
for driving idiosyncratic perceiver variance, and if this is true,
it would deepen our understanding of perceiver cognitions,
but also call attention to developing appropriate interpreta-
tions of peer ratings in HRM applications. As we describe
below, we identified psychological safety as particularly rele-
vant to perceiver cognitions because it has a strong affective
component and may cause perceivers to overlook individual
behavior.

The Effects of Psychological Safety on Perceiver
Judgments

Psychological safety is an emergent state that is defined as “a
shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking”
(Edmondson, 1999, p. 354). It is derived mainly from percep-
tions of peer and organizational support and has a powerful
influence on team member attitudes (Frazier, Fainshmidt,
Klinger, Pezeshkan, & Vracheva, 2017). Members of teams
with higher levels of psychological safety likely perceive that
their standingwithin the team is secure and that they can freely
express themselves without fear of reprimand.

Given the tendency for individuals to view other team
members as a generalized category (Savitsky et al. 2005),
higher levels of psychological safety could increase the like-
lihood that perceivers adopt a cognitive heuristic implying that
any given team member is an effective and supportive con-
tributor, irrespective of that team member’s actual behavior.
As stated earlier, psychological safety may contribute to social
categorization processes (Srull & Wyer, 1989), where people
use the team context, in addition to small samples of others’
behaviors, to derive general impressions of individual team
members. Thus, the team context may “fill the gaps” in per-
formance and OCB ratings for unobserved behavior. If this
argument is accurate, perceptions of the team context may
produce social cognitions that are only weakly related to the
target’s actual behaviors and lead to inaccurate evaluations of
those behaviors. A positive association between team-level
psychological safety and the team intercepts of individual per-
formance and OCB ratings would be consistent with this

perspective. That is, the more psychologically safe the team
context is, the more favorable the peer ratings of individual
behavior in that team. However, such a pattern of results
would also be consistent with the notion that psychological
safety improves team functioning, that is, it truly increases
performance and OCB among all team members. To the ex-
tent that this occurs, an association of psychological safety
with peer ratings would reflect accurate ratings of
performance.

Fortunately, the distinction above can be disentangled
through social relations modeling. Specifically, the degree to
which individual perceptions of psychological safety account
for perceiver- and target-level variance in individual ratings
reveals more about social cognition than does the effects of
team-level psychological safety on average team ratings. It is
arguably the perceptions of psychological safety held by a
perceiver (notwithstanding the perceptions of psychological
safety held by other members of the team) that will directly
affect how targets are evaluated by that perceiver. Results
showing that individual psychological safety perceptions ac-
count for more perceiver than target rating variance would
imply that perceivers are using psychological safety, rather
than actual target behavior, to derive their judgments.
Although psychological safety is normally operationalized
as a team construct, Frazier et al. (2017) demonstrated that it
is identically homologous, meaning that “relationships within
a construct’s nomological network will be identical in magni-
tude and direction across levels of analysis” (pp. 144–145).
We therefore utilized perceivers’ assessments of psychologi-
cal safety at the individual level for the purposes of evaluating
its effect on both perceiver and target variance components of
task performance and OCB ratings, while also accounting for
the effects of team-level psychological safety.

Hypothesis 2: Perceiver assessments of psychological safe-
ty account for perceiver variance in (a) task performance and
(b) OCB ratings.

Study 2 Methods

Sample

The sample consisted of 217 students (46.3%male) from three
undergraduate classes and three MBA classes of a Western
Canadian university. The undergraduate classes occurred over
a 3-month semester and the MBA classes were structured as
an intensive 3-week course. Both types of classes had 39 h of
in-class time (i.e., contact hours). Participation was voluntary
and students who chose to participate were given course cred-
it. The response rate was 91.5% as 236 students were regis-
tered in the six classes. Students were randomly assigned to
teams of four to six members and the team members worked
closely with each other throughout the course. The teams were
required to deliver a presentation at the midpoint of the course,
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complete an online leadership and team simulation, and sub-
mit a report about their simulation experience at the end of the
course. Teammembers were also required to interact in nearly
every class as the teams participated in competitive trivia ses-
sions where the top scoring teams won additional bonus marks
at the end of the course.

The students chose to participate in the research
within the first week of the course. Participants com-
pleted an online personality questionnaire at the begin-
ning of the course, completed three questionnaires about
team states and processes throughout the course, and
rated the individual task performance and citizenship
behaviors of each team member at the end of the
course. For this research, we used the psychological
safety measure gathered during the third wave of data
collection, which occurred when two-thirds of the
course was complete (i.e., 2 months into the semester
for undergraduate students and 2 weeks into the course
for MBA students). This timing allowed students to be-
come acquainted with their team members and develop
a stable impression of their team’s emergent states and
processes. Because the peer task performance and OCB
ratings were collected immediately after the last sched-
uled class, the timing also allowed for temporal separa-
tion between ratings of the team construct and outcome
measures. All of the survey measures described below
were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

Measures

Psychological Safety Edmondson’s (1999) seven-item psy-
chological safety measure was used in this research. Two ex-
ample items include, “If you make a mistake in this group, it is
often held against you,” and “Members of this group are able
to bring up problems and tough issues.” Internal consistency
reliability was adequate at both levels of analysis as the
individual-levelω statistic was .71 and the team-level statistic
was .98 (see Geldhof, Preacher, & Zyphur, 2014). The ICC(1)
value of .35 indicates that a substantial proportion of the var-
iance was between teams.

Individual Task Performance and OCB Participants rated the
task performance of each team member using a three-item
scale developed by Griffen, Neal, and Parker (2007). The
items included, “completed individual tasks well,” “complet-
ed individual tasks using appropriate methods/procedures,”
and “ensured individual tasks were completed properly.”
The Cronbach alpha was .91. OCB was measured with Lee
and Allen’s (2002) eight-item OCB-Individual scale. Two
sample items include “helped others who have been absent,”
and “gave up time to help others who had work or non-work
problems.” The Cronbach alpha for this scale was .92.

Team-Level Control Variable To determine if psychological
safety accounted for variance in individual ratings over and
above team performance, we created a team performance
composite score that consisted of two measures: team presen-
tation grade and team simulation score. All teams had deliv-
ered a presentation to the class by the midpoint of the course
and received feedback about their performance before com-
pleting the team construct surveys. The teams also participated
in the Harvard Business Publishing online Everest Simulation,
which required teams to overcome unexpected challenges
while negotiating conflicting individual and team goals to
complete the simulation successfully. Teams were scored
based on the number of goals they completed and team mem-
bers participated in an extensive debrief session that provided
them with an opportunity to conduct a “post-mortem” about
their interactions and compare their performance to other
teams in the class. Each team score was standardized within
the respective class and the two standardized scores were av-
eraged to create an overall performance composite.

Analysis

This was a round-robin design with missing data, so we ap-
plied the multilevel approach to social relations modeling
(Kenny, 2016; Snijders & Kenny, 1999) using Mplus 7.31.
To conduct the analyses, we specified two separate multilevel
models: one for task performance and the other for OCB. Each
task performance or OCB observation was entered as the level
1 dependent variable. The performance or OCB observations
were clustered within unique dyads at level 2 and the dyads
were clustered within teams at level 3. We created dummy
variables for each unique perceiver and target within the teams
and regressed the task performance or OCB ratings on these
dummy variables at level 1. The slopes of the dummy vari-
ables for the perceiver were constrained to be equal as were
the slopes for the target dummy variables. The perceiver and
target slopes were freely estimated at the team level (i.e., level
3). As in study 1, all of the dummy variables are retained in the
model because the slopes were constrained to be equal and
allowed to randomly vary at a higher level. The perceiver and
target slopes were also allowed to covary at level 3. This
modeling approach allows for the estimation of perceiver,
target, dyad, and team variance components as well as the
perceiver-target covariance (Fig. 2 shows the design of study
2).

To investigate the research questions, we conducted a
three-step model building process and examined changes in
variance components at each step. First, we estimated models
without any covariates to partition the rating variance into
each component. Second, we entered the team performance
control variable at level 3. Third, we aggregated the psycho-
logical safety variable to level 3 by calculating the teammeans
on this variable. Then, we regressed the team-level intercept of
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task performance (OCB) ratings on team-level psychological
safety at level 3 and also entered the perceivers’ own ratings of
psychological safety as a fixed-effect predictor variable at lev-
el 1. Because the hypothesis focused on each perceiver’s idi-
osyncratic perceptions of the team constructs, we group-mean

centered all the level 1 covariates in the final step. This process
allowed us to estimate the degree to which the added covari-
ates accounted for variance in each component of the model.

Study 2 Results

The correlations among the study variables are reported in
Table 3, while Table 4 reports the results of the social relations
modeling analyses for the task performance and OCB ratings.
In Table 4, model 1 for task performance ratings indicates that
target and perceiver effects accounted for the majority of mod-
el variance at 30.88% and 22.71%, respectively. The unique
characteristics of rating dyads accounted for 5.58% and the
team context accounted for 6.97% of the variance. In this
sample, the team variance in peer ratings was somewhat
smaller than that reported in the first study and past research.
As we discuss subsequently, this may be due to the nature of
performance behaviors that were rated in this study or design
differences as participants in the current research were mem-
bers of only one team. The second model of Table 4 contains
the results when the team performance covariate was added to
the model. The association between team performance and the
task performance intercept was marginally significant
(γ = .11, p = .059) and this effect accounted for 17.17% of
the team variance.

Model 1 for OCB ratings shows that target effects
accounted for 20.09% of the model variance, perceiver char-
acteristics accounted for 38.46% of the variance, the relation-
ship between members of the rating dyad accounted for
5.77%, and the team accounted for 13.89%. Model 2 shows
that the team performance composite was not significantly
associated with the level 3 intercept and it accounted for a
relatively small amount of team variance (3.01%).

Hypothesis 2 states that perceiver judgments about psycho-
logical safety account for perceiver variance in peer ratings of

Fig. 2 Depiction of study 2 research design

Table 3 Descriptive statistics and
correlations among study 2
variables

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

Level 1 variables

1. Perceiver psychological safety 4.07 .51 (.71)

2. Task performance rating 4.09 .70 .28** (.91)

3. Organizational citizenship rating 3.71 .68 .29** .64** (.92)

Level 3 variables

4. Team performance composite − .13 .76 – – – –

5. Psychological safety 4.03 .35 – – – .12 (.98)

6. Task performance rating 4.03 .34 – – – .33* .48**

7. Organizational citizenship rating 3.67 .36 – – – .15 .54** .62**

N = 679 for level 1 correlations, N = 46 for level 3 correlations. Reliability statistics are reported in the diagonals
where appropriate.Multilevel ω values are reported for psychological safety, Cronbach’sα are reported for level 1
task performance and organizational citizenship behavior. Correlations were calculated with MPlus and account
for the nested structure of the data.

*p < .05; **p < .01
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task performance and OCB. Hypothesis 2a was supported
because model 3 for task performance shows that perceiver
psychological safety judgments were positively associated
with the task performance ratings given to peers (γ = .36,
p < .001), accounting for 23.68% of perceiver variance.
Team-level psychological safety was strongly associated with
the level-3 intercept for task performance (γ = .61, p < .001)
and accounted for substantial team-level variance (77.14%)
over and above the team performance composite variable.
As shown in model 3 for OCB, Hypothesis 2b also received
support because perceiver psychological safety judgments
were positively associatedwith the OCB ratings given to peers
(γ = .37, p < .001), accounting for 12.22% of perceiver vari-
ance. Team-level psychological safety was significantly asso-
ciated with the OCB intercepts at level 3 (γ = .71, p < .001)
and accounted for 86.15% of team-level variance over and
above the team performance composite.

While the changes in variance components described
above suggest that psychological safety influenced per-
ceivers more than targets, we conducted additional tests
of this proposition. First, we calculated perceiver and
target effects for round-robin designs as described by
Kenny, Kashy, and Cook (2006) for the set of partici-
pants who both gave and received performance ratings
(n = 165) and correlated the effects with the individuals’
psychological safety perceptions (see Greguras et al.,
2001 for a similar example of this approach).
Providing further support to Hypothesis 2, the correla-
tions between psychological safety and the perceiver
effects for task performance and OCB were both signif-
icant (r = .27, p = .001 and r = .23, p = .003 for the task
performance and OCB perceiver effects, respectively).
On the other hand, the correlations between psycholog-
ical safety and the target effects were not significant
(r = .02, p = .800 and r = .05, p = .503 for the task per-
formance and OCB target effects, respectively). This
evidence supports the notion that psychological safety
perceptions produced more consistency in the ratings
given by perceivers than received by targets.

We also followed Keeler et al.’s (2019) suggestion to
test situation strength by examining variance restriction
in perceiver and target effects for teams that were above
versus teams that were below the mean level of psycho-
logical safety. Levene’s test for equality of variances
showed that the team level of psychological safety did
not affect the variance in perceiver effects for either
task performance or OCB (F(1,163) = .08, p = .772 and
F(1,163) = .02, p = .898 for task performance and OCB,
respectively). Similarly, the variance differences in tar-
get effects did not reach the level of statistical signifi-
cance (F(1,163) = 1.97, p = .162 and F(1,163) = 2.26,
p = .134 for task performance and OCB, respectively).
These results indicate that psychological safety was

likely not creating a strong situation that restricted var-
iance in either perceiver or target effects.

Study 2 Discussion

The results of study 2 indicated that perceiver psychological
safety judgments accounted for more perceiver than target
variance and team-level psychological safety accounted for
much of the team-level variance over and above the team
performance composite variable. Further tests showed that
psychological safety perceptions were correlated with the per-
ceiver effects, but not the target effects, and that psychological
safety did not appear to restrict variance in either the perceiver
or target effects. Thus, when these findings are considered
together with the study 1 results, it is reasonable to conclude
that team-level variance in peer ratings is primarily due to the
influence of the team on the rating heuristics of the perceivers
rather than compelling team members to behave consistently.

General Discussion

This research was among the first to examine the extent to
which multiple team contexts, and specific perceptions of
those team contexts, influence perceiver versus target variance
in peer ratings of individual performance and OCB. We con-
ducted two studies to test different theoretical perspectives—
situation strength and social cognition—that may explain how
the team context influences individual ratings. The first study
employed a large cross-classified sample to provide reliable
estimates of team variance specific to perceivers and targets
who were each members of four separate teams. The results
showed that teammembership accounted for nearly four times
as much perceiver variance as it did target variance, revealing
an important contribution to the theory and practice of peer
performance ratings. From a practical perspective, the find-
ings suggest that absolute levels of peer performance ratings
for members of different teams may not be comparable at face
value, which has implications for organizations using peer
ratings for administrative or developmental purposes (e.g.,
360-degree assessments). Theoretically, the findings deepen
our understanding of perceiver effects in team contexts by
suggesting that teams may have a stronger influence on how
perceivers attend to and evaluate performance information
than on the targets’ actual performance behaviors, indicating
that social cognitive arguments may provide a better explana-
tion of how teams influence peer performance ratings than
situation strength.

The second study informed how perceivers’ idiosyncratic
understanding of psychological safety influenced their ratings
of their peers. The results suggested two possible conclusions.
First, team-level psychological safety accounted for substan-
tially more between-team variance in peer performance and
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OCB ratings than actual team performance, suggesting that
the peer ratings were influenced more by the social context
of the team than by the behavior of the team members. When
considered together with the fact that assignment into teams
was exogenous, it is unlikely that a team’s ability to attract,
select, and retain higher-performing members (i.e., attraction-
selection-attrition mechanisms) might explain between-team
variance in performance ratings in this sample. Second, per-
ceptions of psychological safety accounted for more perceiver
than target variance and were correlatedwith perceiver effects,
but not target effects, suggesting that characteristics of the
team, as understood by the perceiver, have a strong effect on
peer ratings. This is further evidence that situation strength
does not account for much variance in peer ratings of perfor-
mance and OCB. Moreover, it could indicate that perceivers
are using psychological safety as a heuristic or to “fill in gaps”
for unobserved behavior and adds to an increasing body of
knowledge which suggests that ratings may not reflect a sub-
stantial amount of “true” performance variance. Researchers
need to continue to investigate this issue given the criticality
of behavioral ratings for research (as criteria) and for practice.
Below, we identify the theoretical and practical implications
of these findings and we suggest future research directions to
advance our understanding of the role of peer ratings in HRM
contexts.

Theoretical Implications and Future Research

Given that social cognitive processes, rather than situation
strength, appear to be a source of team influences on individ-
ual ratings, theories of social judgment and cognition require
further development to incorporate the team context. We de-
scribe how our results may apply to two specific theories of
social judgment, while recognizing that there is an expansive
corpus of research in the fields of social perception, judgment,
and decision-making and the applications are certainly not
limited to our suggestions.

The first suggestion is to further incorporate the effects of
team context within theories of social categorization. As
discussed previously, Srull andWyer’s (1989) theory suggests
that perceivers form rapid judgments about targets based on
behaviors observed during initial interactions and then assign
targets to pre-existing social categories or prototypes (e.g.,
ambitious, outgoing, pessimistic). The target’s future behav-
iors are subsequently anchored to the category, thereby pro-
foundly affecting the perceiver’s interpretations. It is not un-
likely, based on the current study’s findings, that the team
context influences how perceivers actually assign targets to
categories. For example, people in cohesive and productive
teams may generally assume that all team members must be
prosocial and hard-working, given the positive team context.
Moreover, perceivers may make assumptions about unknown
or unobserved information based on behaviors that are

prototypical for that category. Bias occurs when judges make
incorrect assumptions about the target’s behavior based pri-
marily on category membership. Future research could focus
on explicitly defining a taxonomy of social categories and
specifically testing how the team context influences per-
ceivers’ social categorization processes and their judgments
of others.

A second theoretical implication is that team factors could
be incorporated into the fast-and-frugal tree (FFT) approach to
judgment and decision-making (e.g., Luan&Reb, 2017). This
theory suggests that judgments are based on series or “trees”
of non-compensatory steps, where people make a number of
successive binary yes/no decisions about each criterion within
a decision tree and will cease to consider an alternative if the
criterion does not meet the minimum standard at one of the
decision steps. As applied to the context of peer evaluations, it
is possible that team constructs, such as psychological safety,
are part of perceiver judgment trees and people may exit the
tree to provide a positive evaluation if they determine the team
construct is at a sufficient level.

Comparison of Variance Components

The findings also revealed that the magnitude of variance
components differed between the task performance and
OCB rating criteria. Targets accounted for more variance than
perceivers in task performance, whereas the pattern was re-
versed for OCB. Teams also accounted for more variance in
OCB than task performance. These findings may reflect the
observation that task performance is more clearly defined and
observable than OCB; thus, peer evaluators have less need to
rely on rating heuristics or the team context to make inferences
about targets’ performance behaviors. These explanations are
consistent with Dierdorff andMorgeson’s (2009) findings that
ratings of task descriptors had higher inter-rater reliability than
ratings of other behavioral descriptors, which they attributed,
in part, to higher observability of task behaviors. Moreover,
observers may make different types of attributions about the
motives for OCB (e.g., Halbesleben et al., 2010) and the dis-
tinctiveness of different types of OCB behaviors are condi-
tional on team performance (Oh, Chen, & Sun, 2015), which
may explain both the larger perceiver and team variance com-
ponents for OCB as compared to task performance. Future
research should continue to explore why there are discrepan-
cies in team- and perceiver-level variance for different perfor-
mance dimensions and examine if frame-of-reference training
for OCB can reduce team variance as it has for task perfor-
mance ratings (Loignon et al., 2017).

Methodological and Practical Implications

The findings of this research suggest that team context influ-
ences perceptions of task performance and OCB enough to

585J Bus Psychol (2021) 36:573–588



produce substantial between-team variance in peer ratings of
these constructs. The ratings in the current research were not
seen by targets, which may have mitigated the team-level
effects on perceiver judgments. When ratings are seen by tar-
gets and impact important work outcomes (i.e., ratings are
used for administrative decisions), perceivers are likely to en-
gage in conscious distortion that may be partially based on
team climate and norms (e.g., Levy & Williams, 2004;
Murphy & Cleveland, 1995). Therefore, it is possible that
team- and perceiver-level variance components will be even
larger when peer ratings are used for developmental or admin-
istrative purposes that will be seen by targets (e.g., ratings
from 360-degree assessments). This leads to somewhat pessi-
mistic conclusions about the accuracy of peer ratings in ap-
plied contexts and may suggest that ratings cannot be com-
pared across people working in different teams. However, this
conclusionmay be somewhat premature until more research is
conducted and, following Greguras et al.’s (2001) suggestions
to create person-level SRM indices, we offer two ideas about
how researchers and practitioners may mitigate the effects of
bias or irrelevant variance on peer performance and OCB
ratings.

The first suggestion involves a relatively straightforward
approach for parsing irrelevant variance out of individual rat-
ings. In the context of social relations modeling, observed
ratings are calculated as follows:

observed rating ¼ team effectþ perceiver effect

þ target effectþ relationship effect;

where the team effect is the mean rating for the team, the
perceiver effect is the tendency for the perceiver to give
similar ratings to all targets, the target effect is the ten-
dency for the target receive similar ratings from all per-
ceivers, and the relationship effect is the perceiver’s
unique rating of the target (see Christensen & Kashy,
2012). Bonito and Kenny (2010) explain how to calculate
each of these effects for individual targets and perceivers
as well as estimate the reliability of each component in
the equation. A practitioner interested in comparing per-
formance ratings of people in different teams could calcu-
late the target effect for each person, which is essentially a
performance rating with the team, perceiver, and relation-
ship effects parsed from the score. The practitioner could
also estimate the standard error of measurement of targets
by calculating the target effect reliability and then apply-
ing this estimate and the standard deviation of all target
effects to create confidence interval around each score
(see Furr & Bacharach, 2014). If the confidence intervals
around the two target effects overlap, then the ratings
would be deemed to be statistically equivalent and should
not be used as justification to make different developmen-
tal or administrative decisions about the two individuals.

Another possible approach to mitigate the effects of team
constructs on peer ratings of individual performance and an-
other important method to explore in future research is the
relative percentile approach (e.g., Goffin et al., 2009). This
technique involves instructing perceivers to explicitly com-
pare an individual’s behavior (e.g., performance, citizenship)
to the behavior of other individuals in the same population
(e.g., in relation to all members of student work teams at the
university). Thus, to the extent that perceivers are able to ac-
curately judge the percentile location of their fellow team
members in the population, the relative percentile ratings
could reduce team and perceiver variance components. If team
context represents spurious rather than performance-relevant
source of variance in individuals’ peer ratings, a relative per-
centile method may be advantageous over traditional Likert-
type or graphic rating scales.

Limitations

Although there are some positive aspects of the designs, in-
cluding a large sample of individuals who were members of
multiple teams in study 1 and members who were randomly
assigned to teams working on standardized tasks in study 2,
there are some limitations that require consideration. One lim-
itation is that both studies were conducted with samples of
student work teams and there may be important differences
between the student and employee teams. First, students did
not receive any feedback about the ratings given to them by
peers, nor did the ratings impact important outcomes for the
students (e.g., grades). In a work context, organizations will
likely use peer ratings for developmental feedback or to make
administrative decisions, which may impact rating leniency
(per Greguras et al., 2003) and how peers behave toward each
other. Second, the student teams received explicit rewards for
team performance (i.e., simulation scores, grades) and the per-
formance management structures in some organizations may
not track or reward team performance to the same extent.
Finally, unlike many employee teams, the student teams had
a relatively short lifecycle, which could further affect how
much effort teams put into resolving conflict and addressing
performance deficiencies. Research should continue to exam-
ine these important boundary conditions.

A second limitation of this research is that we did not have
more objective performance metrics to compare to the peer
ratings. As Kenny and Albright (1987) argued, a substantial
amount of target variance is a necessary, but not sufficient
condition to determine that ratings are accurate without an
objective comparator. It is also possible that variance in per-
ceiver ratings was due to some perceivers providing more
accurate ratings than others. Future research should seek to
address these issues by comparing peer ratings with more
objective behavioral data to further determine how ratings
reflect actual behavior irrespective of the team context.
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Conclusions

As organizations continue to leverage teamwork to enhance
firm performance, peer evaluations will likely continue to un-
derpin important HR processes related to employee develop-
ment and personnel decision-making. Similarly, as post-
secondary institutions continue to use teamwork in courses,
educators may also use peer evaluations to assess the perfor-
mance of individuals within student work teams (e.g., Ohland
et al., 2012). The current research highlights the substantive
effects of team context on peer evaluations and, in particular,
that teams have a much stronger effect on perceiver judgments
than target behavior. Consequently, practitioners and educa-
tors need to proceed cautiously when comparing evaluations
between members of different teams. Moreover, re-
searchers should seek to account for team context in
theories of social cognition, perception, and judgment.
Peer ratings will likely continue to play an important
role in performance assessment and feedback, and there-
fore research needs to uncover how to make the ratings
as useful as possible.

Data Availability TheMPlus analysis scripts and outputs are available via
the following URL: https://osf.io/9turm/
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