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SELF-ASSESSMENT VERSUS SELF-IMPROVEMENT MOTIVES: HOW DOES SOCIAL REFERENCE GROUP SELECTION INFLUENCE ORGANIZATIONAL RESPONSES TO PERFORMANCE FEEDBACK?
ABSTRACT
The Performance Feedback Theory (PFT) proposes that organizations compare their performance to other organizations i.e., their social reference group and initiate responses based on this comparison. While social comparison represents a core element of the PFT, it is not well understood how organizations select social reference groups and how this selection may affect organizational responses (e.g., risk taking, change, innovation). We propose that the motives that organizations use to select their social reference groups impact their responses to performance feedback. Our meta-analysis of 99 empirical PFT studies focuses on two motives underlying the selection of social reference groups for performance feedback: self-assessment and self-improvement. While self-assessment through comparison requires the selection of a relevant set of referent organizations, self-improvement relies on the selection of the highest performing referent organizations. Our results show that organizational responses to performance feedback differ depending on which motive-based reference group is selected for comparison. These differences are more evident when performance is above aspirations. This finding has important implications for PFT researchers to predict organizational responses more precisely. 
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INTRODUCTION
To evaluate their performance, organizations compare their performance with other organizations (i.e., social reference groups) and, in response, they make organizational decisions (e.g., change, risk taking, innovation) (Greve, 2003b)[endnoteRef:1]. They may form social aspirations based on different types of social reference groups: their direct rivals, competitors pursuing the same strategy, or the top performers in their industry to evaluate their own performance. Researchers (e.g., Kacperczyk et al., 2015, Labianca et al., 2009, Moliterno et al., 2015, Smith and Chae, 2017) in the tradition of the Performance Feedback Theory (PFT) (Greve, 2003b) have related certain social reference groups to specific organizational responses. Since these important studies are context-bound, the cumulative effect of social reference groups in the PFT is unknown. Researchers do not understand why organizations select certain reference groups and how these groups are related to their responses, leaving social reference groups within the PFT “undertheorized” (Moliterno et al., 2015: 1684).   [1:  While we focus only on social comparison in this paper, firms may also compare their performance to their own past performance (i.e., historical comparison). ] 

The PFT builds on self-assessment, which is a specific self-evaluation motive, suggesting that organizations want to accurately assess their status quo relative to their competitors (Sedikides and Strube, 1997), and they select social reference groups accordingly. However, prior PFT research has not sufficiently considered other self-evaluation motives (Audia et al., 2015) and whether organizations respond differently to performance evaluations with social reference groups that are selected based on other motives. Another primary motive of the Self-Evaluation Theory (Sedikides and Strube, 1997) is self-improvement, the human tendency for upward striving (Festinger, 1954), that is essential to explaining competitive firm behavior (Porter, 1996). Unlike the diagnostic self-assessment motive, the self-improvement motive is ambitious. Without the consideration of the self-improvement motive, the PFT cannot explain continuous learning behaviors of firms to generate most economic value.
The purpose of this paper is to integrate the self-improvement motive into the PFT and analyze its differential impact on the performance feedback process. We chose a meta-analytic approach to produce generalizable insights—beyond the idiosyncratic limitations of a particular empirical context—on the influences of social reference groups. We quantitatively compare and contrast the impacts of self-assessment and self-improvement motives across the 99 empirical PFT studies that include social reference groups. We theorize and test how the self-improvement motive leads to predictions that deviate from the PFT.
We expand the reach and impact of the PFT literature by integrating competitive striving through the inclusion of the self-improvement motive. We theorize about social reference groups within the PFT literature by demonstrating differential effects of motive-based reference groups on organizational responses. We propose an integrated conceptual model that links four self-evaluation motives for reference group selection to explain different motive-based organizational responses. Our generalizable, meta-analytic results demonstrate that differentiating between the self-improvement and self-assessment motives will improve the predictive quality of the PFT by developing a novel theoretical perspective for responses to performance above aspiration (Kotiloglu et al., 2021). 
THEORY AND HYPOTHESES
Self-Assessment in Performance Feedback Theory
In the Behavioral Theory of the Firm that the PFT originates from, Cyert and March propose that firms evaluate their performance based on “other comparable[endnoteRef:2] organizations” (Cyert and March, 1992: 172). These comparisons are based on different self-evaluation motives an organization is initiating that are following the Self-Evaluation Theory (Festinger, 1954, Sedikides and Strube, 1997). The selection of comparable organizations satisfies the self-assessment motive, an important self-evaluation motive (Audia et al., 2015, Sedikides and Strube, 1997). The self-assessment motive suggests that organizations are motivated to assess their performance by looking for diagnostic information about their organization’s performance (Audia et al., 2015, Beckman and Lee, 2017, Greve, 2003b). To support an accurate evaluation of performance (Cyert and March, 1992, Festinger, 1954), social reference groups used for self-assessment (from here on: self-assessment groups) are similar to the focal organization, since knowledge gained from comparisons with similar firms is to some extent also applicable to the focal firm and, for that reason, easily transferable knowledge. The conditions under which similar companies compete and attain performance are comparable and, thus, they enable meaningful and informative comparison and effective learning from others.  [2:  Italics added by authors. ] 

All firms in the self-assessment group are comparable to the focal firm (and to each other) with respect to at least one important attribute (e.g., firm type, location, size, product offerings). One type of social reference group that supports self-assessment particularly well are strategic groups (Fiegenbaum and Thomas, 1995, Hodgkinson, 1997, McGee and Thomas, 1986, Panagiotou, 2007, Porac et al., 1989, Reger and Huff, 1993) as they make similar strategic choices, share a comparable risk attitude and skill base (Caves and Porter, 1977, Fiegenbaum and Thomas, 1995). Other types of self-assessment groups are firms with similar geographic focus (e.g., Lv et al., 2019, Ma, 2016), similar size (e.g., Baum et al., 2005), or direct rivals (e.g., Park, 2007). Performance comparisons in line with the self-assessment motive are central to the PFT and a primary driver for adaptation to performance feedback (Audia et al., 2015). 
Complementing the self-assessment motive, Audia and colleagues (Audia and Brion, 2007, Audia et al., 2015, Audia and Greve, 2020, Jordan and Audia, 2012, Lim and Audia, 2020) explored self-enhancement, another self-evaluation motive relevant for reference group selection. Particularly when performing below their aspirations, organizational decision-makers may feel threatened and respond to this threatening feedback by distorting performance evaluation to cope and preserve their self-image. They distort performance evaluation by comparing their organizations to lower performing ones (Audia et al., 2015). Although it is a beneficial affective coping mechanism (Taylor et al., 2003), self-enhancement has been associated with failure to learn from mistakes (Colvin and Griffo, 2007, Jordan and Audia, 2012, Sedikides et al., 2007) impeding successful adaptive firm behavior. Explaining functional learning and resulting successful adaptive firm behavior, however, is important if the PFT – an adaptive theory at its core – is to derive impactful recommendations for scholars and managers. 
Further, neither self-enhancement nor self-assessment explain competitive-adaptive behavior, an important strategic firm behavior (Porter, 1996) that cannot be ignored considering that the Behavioral Theory of the Firm set out to describe heterogeneity in firm behavior (Cyert and March, 1992). Building on Self-Evaluation Theory (Sedikides and Strube, 1997), we therefore examine an essential self-evaluation motive that caters to competitive, adaptive behavior: self-improvement. 
Self-Improvement Motive
Drawing on the premise that organizations have competitive strive (Porter, 1996), we suggest that organizations are also motivated by self-improvement and, for this reason, compare their firm’s performance to the best firms in their industry. Self-improvement is an important driver for organizations and there is a strong desire for humans in general to self-improve (Sedikides and Hepper, 2009). When motivated by self-improvement (Sedikides, 1999, Sedikides and Hepper, 2009, Sedikides and Strube, 1997), decision-makers continually strive for potential amelioration of themselves by making upward comparisons and are looking for information that provides information on how to make progress (Sedikides and Hepper, 2009). Self-improvement is an “approach motive” (Elliot and Mapes, 2005), meaning that decision-makers are willing to engage with feedback as long as it is not self-threatening and take action based on it.  
In line with this “unidirectional drive upward” (Festinger, 1954: 124), organizations select reference groups that are, in turn, striving (Labianca et al., 2009), highly ambitious (Hu et al., 2011, Moliterno et al., 2015), and leaders (Boyle and Shapira, 2012). It is the premise of strategic management (Porter, 1996), organizational risk taking, change, and learning (Hoskisson et al., 2017, March and Shapira, 1987, March and Shapira, 1992) that organizations compare themselves with high-performing organizations. There are many benefits from selecting reference groups based on self-improvement. These organizations likely possess superior market, technology, or other relevant knowledge that the focal organization can learn from. In the light of the centrality of the upward comparison, it is surprising that – apart from the papers by Beckman and Lee (2017), Labianca et al. (2009) and Lee et al. (2020) – striving has been rarely discussed in the PFT literature. Some PFT papers refer to the industry leaders’ performance (Askin and Bothner, 2016, Blettner et al., 2019, Boyle and Shapira, 2012) and, less frequently, to top ranked firms as striving groups that firms would like to emulate (Labianca and Fairbank, 2005). While there are some empirical PFT studies that include highly ambitious reference groups (e.g., Labianca et al., 2009, Massini et al., 2005, Moliterno et al., 2015), it is unclear how organizations respond to performance of self-improvement groups.
 
Hypothesis Development
Self-assessment group and performance below aspirations
Self-assessment enables organizations to diagnose their own performance. To obtain the most accurate diagnostic feedback possible, firms select and compare themselves to self-assessment reference groups similar to themselves in one or more ways (e.g., a strategic group or a direct rival) and therefore particularly meaningful to them. Since the focal firm and the firms in the self-assessment group are embedded in a similar context, learning from this group will be easier than learning from other, more distant competitors (Beckman and Lee, 2017, Wood, 1989). Information on the performance and context of competitors in the self-assessment group will be relatively accessible to the focal firm, and, due to the shared context (e.g., geography, strategic position), knowledge gained through social learning (Lieberman and Asaba, 2006, Peteraf and Shanley, 1997) will be transferable to their own organization. Since the self-assessment group continuously informs the focal firm and vice versa, they develop a “group-level identity” (Peteraf and Shanley, 1997: 165) or “consensual understanding of what it takes to compete successfully” (Porac et al., 1989: 405). Summarizing the above-mentioned arguments, self-assessment groups are consequential, informative, and constitutive for the focal firm’s competitive identity. For these reasons, organizations become loss averse when their performance falls below the performance of self-assessment groups. Any negative deviation will be perceived as a threat to the organization’s ability to maintain its competitive identity. The PFT predicts that all firms urgently engage in problemistic search in response to negative performance feedback (Greve, 2003b). We expect that focal firms’ comparisons with self-assessment groups further increases their loss aversion, leading to even more intense problemistic search and stronger organizational responses, in an effort to restore performance. Therefore, we propose:
Hypothesis 1a: As performance decreases further below self-assessment group aspiration, the organizational response increases.
Self-improvement groups and performance below aspirations
In line with problemistic search, which suggests increased responses to performance below aspirations (as proposed by the PFT), we argue that firms strive to learn from the best through vicarious learning (Denrell, 2003, Haunschild and Miner, 1997, March, 1991, Miner and Mezias, 1996) and, thus, respond to the attainment discrepancy relative to the self-improvement group. Many firms in the industry regard the high performing firms in the self-improvement group as salient role models that they follow (Boyle and Shapira, 2012, Park, 2007). Therefore, firms, especially those believing that they can change their performance and status, likely strive more (Lockwood and Kunda, 1997).  Motivated by this striving comparison with the best firms in the industry, focal firms engage in ambitious experimentation and greater risk taking to achieve results that go above and beyond their own current performance (Hamel and Prahalad, 1993, Hu et al., 2011).Given that for the focal firm this discrepancy to the best firms in the industry will be large, we expect increases in organizational responses, arising from the focal firm’s comparison with the self-improvement group. Therefore, we propose:
Hypothesis 1b: As performance decreases further below self-improvement group aspiration, the organizational response increases.
Quantitative differences in the effects of self-assessment vs. self-improvement groups below aspirations on organizational responses
As discussed above, both the self-assessment and the self-improvement groups are associated with an increase in organizational responses when the focal firm performs below aspirations. We will now discuss to what extent those increases are quantitatively different. Since most focal firms may aspire to match or exceed the performance of their self-improvement groups but do not directly compete with its members, this reference group is less consequential and less meaningful to the focal firm. 
Comparison with highly ambitious reference groups will create a large attainment discrepancy, not only for the focal firm but for most firms in their industry. Many firms compare themselves to the few leaders in the industry and, thus, will experience negative feedback (Goyal and Goyal, 2021). Since this negative feedback is experienced by many firms, it may - on average - trigger less urgency to act and, thus, lead to a decrease in organizational response. Some organizations, performing far below the best firms in their industry, may also disengage from this ambitious goal (namely to perform at the level of the best) because they become too dissimilar (Festinger, 1954). As a result, the self-improvement group may become less relevant, and a focal firm may therefore respond less strongly to its feedback. 
Since the competitive context in which the firms in the self-improvement group operate is likely distinct from the focal firm that performs below it, learning from the self-improvement group may not be as easily transferable to the focal firm’s context as is knowledge gained from comparison with the self-assessment group. For instance, the focal firm may not have the resources to implement strategies that are similar to the firms in the self-improvement group. Because of its dissimilarity to, and limited interactions with, the self-improvement group, and because of the low potential for directly transferable knowledge, the focal firm may consider the best in industry group as less meaningful than the self-assessment groups with which it shares more similarities. While it may be aspirational and have a normative function as a role model, the focal firm may have fewer reasons to strongly identify with the self-improvement group.  
As we suggested above, there will be less identification with a self-improvement group than with a self-assessment group, hence less urgency and a less intense organizational response when performance is below the self-improvement group. In contrast, when a focal firm performs below its self-assessment group (consisting of similar firms), its competitive position and organizational identity as members of this group are threatened, constellating higher urgency and a more intense organizational response than would performance feedback from the self-improvement group. Thus, we offer
Hypothesis 1c: The effect on the organizational response of performance below self-assessment group aspiration is stronger than the effect of performance below self-improvement group aspiration.
Self-assessment groups and performance above aspirations
The general prediction of the PFT is that organizations respond less to performance exceeding aspirations than to performance below aspirations. This is attributed to satisficing behavior, which suggests that decision-makers perceive gains above the aspiration level as less desirable since further striving is associated with the risk of falling below the aspiration (Greve, 2003b). In this context, organizations become risk averse (Greve, 2003a). We argue that the effect of reduced risk-taking above aspirations is particularly strong for aspirations that are derived from comparison with a self-assessment group. One way of explaining this effect is to suggest that when a reference group is highly meaningful to a focal firm (as is the case with the self-assessment group), there is a concomitant need for conformity (Porac et al., 1989). As discussed in our theorizing leading to Hypothesis 1a, since it shares “consensual identity beliefs” with the self-assessment group (Porac et al., 1989: 405) and identifies with this group (Peteraf and Shanley, 1997), firms that perform above their self-assessment group do not experience urgency to perform any higher. The focal firm is likely not willing to face the potential threat of falling below aspirations in the future by taking increased risk, rendering increased risk taking an unappealing behavioral option. Staying within their comparable group that they identify and compete with is a compelling force. Given the ease of transferability of knowledge between the focal firm and the firms in the self-assessment group, the potential for learning from the self-assessment group remains relatively high. The risk aversion predicted by the PFT for performance above aspirations should thus be heightened for responses to the self-assessment group and, as a result, focal firms outperforming their self-assessment group should have a lower response level to this performance feedback. Thus, we propose
Hypothesis 2a: As performance increases further above self-assessment group aspiration, the organizational response decreases.
Self-improvement groups and performance above aspirations
Key to the self-improvement motive is to obtain informational cues to improve through learning. While there are certainly some opportunities for learning from an outperformed group (Kc et al., 2013), most learning from the self-improvement group would be limited as it relies on the competition’s status quo (Lieberman and Asaba, 2006). Thus, the “desire for feedback with self-improvement potential” (Sedikides and Hepper, 2009: 900) cannot be sufficiently satisfied once organizations outperform their reference group because the outperformed reference group provides fewer cues for learning. 
The self-improvement motive has further been described as an approach motive (Elliot and Mapes, 2005). That means that this motive entails proclivity for action rather than action avoidance. This proclivity for action is further boosted by the confidence that organizational decision-makers gain from outperforming the group of the best firms in their industry. As a result, firms are willing to engage in a high level of risk-taking to maintain their high performance and the attendant prestige (Krishnan and Kozhikode, 2015, Mishina et al., 2010). Firms will consider novel paths (Sitkin et al., 2011) and engage in a search for superior information cues outside of their recently outperformed reference group. Firms likely find such superior information cues in a high performing reference firm or group outside their industry group (Pryor, 1989). We observe this behavior when firms engage in cross-industry benchmarks. For instance, Axel Springer had higher revenues from digital media than other newspaper/magazine publishing firms in Europe and therefore could learn little about digital innovation from the best performers in its industry. Driven by self-improvement, its CEO, Mathias Doepfner spent time in Silicon Valley to learn about digital innovation from Facebook, Google, and other digital giants. By doing this, Axel Springer further expanded its leadership position and transformed the newspaper/magazine publishing industry. Contrary to the basic assumptions of the PFT, this hypothesis predicts an increase in organizational response as performance increases above aspirations. We propose
Hypothesis 2b: As performance increases further above self-improvement group aspiration, the organizational response increases.
METHODS
A meta-analytic approach is well suited for our examination of the effects of different social reference groups and motivations on organizational responses to performance feedback. It allows us to draw on all currently available evidence in the PFT literature and enables us to undertake a systematic evaluation and comparison of the effects of performance feedback across different motive-based reference group aspirations. This would not be possible to achieve through a single empirical study (Aguinis et al., 2011, Eden, 2002). Our study design is informed by the most current meta-analysis studies within the PFT and strategic management discourses (Herhausen et al., 2020, Kolev, 2016, Kotiloglu et al., 2021, Verver et al., 2018).
Sample
To identify and select appropriate studies for inclusion in our analysis, we searched for studies that analyze the effects of performance feedback at the organizational level. Our sample selection criteria and process are summarized at Table 1. Our final sample included 99 empirical studies, yielding 146 effect sizes and 1,799,338 firm-year observations. Following Aguinis et al. (2018) and Combs et al. (2018), we report sample size, selection and operationalization of social reference groups, and sample characteristics for each study in Appendix A1, along with the bibliographic details of studies included in our meta-analysis.
TABLE 1.

Sample Selection and Criteria

	Step
	Procedure
	Number of studies
	Notes

	1: Initial literature search
	Using the following keywords for our searches of all journals included in the ABI/INFORMS and Web of Science databases: behavioral theory of the firm, performance feedback, attainment discrepancy, organizational decision-making, aspirations, reference groups, problemistic search, slack search, inertia, organizational change, and risk taking, as well as combinations of these terms. 
	173 new studies, added
	- The resulting studies were published between 1987 and 2021. While we did not expect to find any studies on organizational performance feedback theory before the publication of A Behavioral Theory of the Firm (Cyert and March, 1963), the start for our analysis,1987, emerged from our search.
- All the studies in our sample reported at least one effect size for performance feedback and organizational responses.


	2: Backward search
	Through the references of the identified studies

	20 new studies, added
	

	3: Identify unpublished studies
	Solicited our request of unpublished studies through Academy of Management (AoM) listservs. We published our request for unpublished studies in several divisions of AoM, including Strategic Management, Organization and Management Theory, and Technology and Innovation Management. We also searched for unpublished studies in EBSCO, SSRN, and Google Scholar databases.
	5 new studies, added
	- This step addresses the “file drawer problem” (Rosenthal, 1995).


	4: Identify if studies included the required statistical information for meta-analysis
	Removed studies that did not report all the required information (e.g., sample size, correlations).

	34 studies, removed
	

	5: Avoid double counting
	Avoided double counting studies that referred to the same sample. For duplicated studies, we included only the most recently published ones in the final sample.
	7 studies, removed
	

	6: Exclude studies that do not report correlations for social aspirations
	Since our research question focuses exclusively on social reference groups, we excluded studies using historical or hybrid (i.e., weighted average of historical and social) aspirations in their analyses.
	58 studies, removed
	If a study reported effects of historical and social aspirations, it is included in our final sample, but only relationships for social aspirations are taken into consideration. If a study only reported results for historical and/or hybrid aspirations, the study is removed from our final sample.


N = 99 studies

Coding
Performance above and below aspirations
Our hypotheses differentiate between the effects of performance above and below aspirations. For each study in our sample, we labeled a relationship as performance below aspirations when there was a negative gap between performance and aspirations. We labeled a relationship as performance above aspirations when there was a positive gap between performance and aspirations.
Construction of social aspiration and motive-based reference groups
We coded each study based on how motive-based reference groups (i.e., self-assessment and self-improvement) for social aspirations were defined and operationalized. The social reference group was coded as “baseline” (i.e., including all industry members) if a study used the mean (Shimizu, 2007) or the median performance of the industry (Lim and McCann, 2014) as a reference group. Unlike the studies examining the specific motivations with narrower specification for reference groups, the baseline studies did not further refine the reference groups, for example by using different levels of SIC codes or industry classification codes. Reference groups that were more narrowly defined than the industry mean, or median were coded as “self-assessment”, for example strategic groups based on firm type, location, or size (Ketchen Jr and Palmer, 1999, Kuusela et al., 2017); product offerings (Hoang and Ener, 2015, Hu et al., 2017); and target rivals (Park, 2007). We coded a reference group as “self-improvement” if a study either used the average performance of the top percentile firms, or the performance of a top ranked firm, as the aspiration level. Examples of this group are striving reference groups that were oriented towards a desired future performance, and highly ambitious groups that focused on leaders or top performers within an industry (Boyle and Shapira, 2012, Hu et al., 2011, Moliterno et al., 2015). See Appendix A2 for our coding scheme on motive-based reference groups.
Considering their emphasis on “comparability,” it is surprising that most empirical PFT studies use the industry mean (or median) as their social reference group, assuming that firms compare themselves to all other firms in their industry. With little justification (e.g., reference to “industry convention”, (Greve, 1998: 63)), the “industry mean” has become the generally accepted baseline measure for social aspirations in mainstream PFT research (Greve, 2003b, Greve, 2008). 
Analyses
To test our hypotheses and to determine the overall effects, we used bivariate meta-analytic procedures (Hunter and Schmidt, 1990), since this approach is the most accurate and widely used meta-analytical method in management research (Bergh et al., 2016, Crook et al., 2008, Geyskens et al., 2008). We calculated the sample-size weighted average effect sizes from the Pearson correlation coefficients, using the following formula:

where  is the average effect size;  is the sample size; and  is the Pearson correlation coefficient. 
Since most studies drew on archival rather than survey data, and did not report information on measurement error, we used uncorrected correlation coefficients in our analyses, agreeing with Aguinis et al. (2011: 1038)’s suggestion that “if primary-level studies do not provide information on measurement error for each of the variables, correcting for unreliability in a meta-analysis may turn into a guessing game”. 
After assessing the overall effect sizes, we used subgroup analyses to compare the effect sizes of different subgroups. These subgroup analyses allowed us to compare the effect sizes of organizational performance feedback for different motive-based social reference groups. Following Hunter and Schmidt (1990) and Schmidt and Hunter (2014), we calculated the mean effect sizes for each subgroup and used Z-tests to evaluate the differences across groups[endnoteRef:3].  [3:  In addition to subgroup analyses, meta-regression analyses can be used to test the effects of social reference groups on organizational responses to social performance feedback. Subgroup analyses are more appropriate for binary or categorical variables, whereas meta-regression analyses are more appropriate for continuous variables (Aguinis et al., 2011). Moreover, subgroup analysis is the most common method for moderator analysis in management research (Geyskens et al., 2008). For these reasons, we opted for subgroup analyses to test our hypotheses.] 

RESULTS
Table 2 presents the overall effects of performance below and above social aspirations on organizational responses. The effect of performance below social aspirations is negative and significant (r = -0.084, p = 0.000), suggesting that performance decreases below aspirations result in increases in organizational responses[endnoteRef:4]. The effect of performance above social aspirations is positive, but not significant (r = 0.007, p = 0.615). Following Gonzalez-Mulé and Aguinis (2018) and Geyskens et al. (2008), we report the credibility intervals and I2 ratios of between-study variance to total variance for each effect. Both results (i.e., credibility intervals that include 0, I2 ratios above 50%) indicate that effect sizes are heterogeneous and subgroup analyses are warranted (Gonzalez-Mulé and Aguinis, 2018, Higgins and Thompson, 2002, Whitener, 1990). [4:  A negative relationship between performance below aspirations and organizational responses mean that as organizational performance decreases further below aspirations (negative), organizational responses increase (positive).] 

Table 3 presents the effects for performance above and below social aspirations, separated for different reference groups and the motives we focus on in this paper, namely baseline, self-assessment, and self-improvement. These results suggest that baseline measures explain organizational responses to performance below aspirations since the effect is negative and significant (Table 3: r = -0.087, p = 0.000), but not responses to performance above aspirations since the effect is not significant (p = 0.393).
TABLE 2.
Baseline Effects of Performance Below and Above Social Aspirations on Organizational 

Responses
 
	 
	k
	r
	p
	SE
	CI 95%
	Cr. I. 95%
	I2

	Performance Below Social Aspirations
	80
	-0.084
	0.000
	0.015
	-0.113;
-0.055 
	-0.338; 0.171
	99.19%

	Performance Above Social Aspirations
	66
	0.007
	0.615
	0.013
	-0.019; 0.033
	-0.199; 0.212
	98.78%


Notes: Number of effect sizes (k), sample size weighted mean effect size (r) and its significance (p), the standard deviation of sample size weighted effect size (SE), 95% confidence interval around the mean sample size weighted mean effect size (CI 95%), 95% credibility interval around the mean sample size weighted mean effect size (Cr. I. 95%), ratio of between-study variance to total variance for each effect size (I2).

Hypothesis 1a predicts that, as performance decreases further below self-assessment group aspirations, organizational responses increase. Our results show that the relationship between performance below self-assessment group aspirations and organizational responses is negative and significant (r = -0.098, p = 0.000)7, suggesting that a performance decrease is associated with increases in organizational responses. Therefore, Hypothesis 1a is supported. 
Hypothesis 1b predicts that, as performance decreases further below self-improvement group aspirations, organizational responses increase. Our results suggest that the effect of performance below self-improvement groups on organizational responses is not significant (p = 0.976). Therefore, Hypothesis 1b is not supported[endnoteRef:5]. [5:  Please see the Discussion and Contributions section for a detailed discussion on the lack of support for this hypothesis.] 



TABLE 3.

Effects of Performance Above and Below Aspirations, Differentiated for Social Reference 

Groups

	 Criteria
	Construction of Social Aspiration and Motivation
	k
	r
	p
	SE
	Z
	pz

	 
Performance Below Social Aspiration
	Baseline
	53
	-0.087
	0.000
	0.018
	 
	 

	
	Self-Assessment
	20
	-0.098
	0.000
	0.022
	0.396
	0.692

	
	Self-Improvement
	7
	-0.001
	0.976
	0.054
	-1.959
	0.050

	 
Performance Above Social Aspiration
 
	Baseline
	49
	0.014
	0.393
	0.017
	 
	 

	
	Self-Assessment
	14
	-0.046
	0.012
	0.018
	1.663
	0.096

	
	Self-Improvement
	3
	0.104
	0.056
	0.054
	-2.263
	0.024


Notes: Number of effect sizes (k), sample size weighted mean effect size (r) and its significance (p), the standard deviation of sample size weighted mean effect size (SE) and Z-statistic (Z) for the critical ratio that indicates whether the subgroups are significantly different. 

Hypothesis 1c predicts a stronger effect on organizational responses for performance below self-assessment group aspirations, compared to performance below self-improvement group aspirations. The effect size difference between performance below self-assessment group aspirations and performance below self-improvement group aspirations is significant and meaningful (Δr = -0.097, Z = -1.959, pz = 0.050). Therefore, Hypothesis 1c is supported.
Hypothesis 2a predicts that, as performance increases further above self-assessment group aspirations, organizational responses decrease. Our results show that the relationship between performance above self-assessment groups and organizational responses is negative and significant (r = -0.046, p = 0.012), suggesting that performance increases above self-assessment group aspirations result in decreases in organizational responses. Therefore, Hypothesis 2a is supported. 
Hypothesis 2b predicts that, as performance increases further above self-improvement group aspirations, organizational responses increase. Our results show that the relationship between performance above self-improvement groups and organizational responses is positive and significant (r = 0.104, p = 0.056), suggesting that performance increases above self-improvement group aspirations result in increases in organizational responses. Therefore, Hypothesis 2b is supported. 
Results from Additional Analyses
In addition to our hypothesized relationships, we tested for the differences in effect sizes of motive-based reference group aspirations, compared to baseline aspirations. These results are presented at Table 3. These results suggest that the effect of performance below self-assessment groups (r = -0.098, p = 0.000) is greater than the baseline effect (r = -0.087, p = 0.000). However, the difference between these two effects is not statistically significant (p = 0.692). Our results also suggest that the effect of performance above baseline aspirations is insignificant (p = 0.393), while the effect of performance above self-assessment group aspirations is negative and significant (r = -0.046, p = 0.012). The difference between two effects is significant at 10% level and meaningful (Δr = 0.060, Z = 1.663, pz = 0.096). 
In the PFT discourse, the baseline reference group is a heterogeneous group in terms of performance distribution. However, Festinger (1954)’s “similarity hypothesis” suggests that performance assessments are more accurate when firms compare themselves to other similar firms. Therefore, rather than creating a sample of all firms within an industry as our baseline reference groups, we created subsamples based on the sample-wide average standard deviations of performance below and above aspirations. We created subgroups of studies for low and high standard deviations of organizational performance and compared the differences between these effects. Overall, we find differences in effects for below, but no difference in effects for above. These results support Festinger’s “similarity hypothesis” (1954), showing the relevance of “similarity” for reference groups, which we hypothesized for self-assessment group aspirations[endnoteRef:6]. [6:  These results are available from the authors by request.] 

We also tested the differences in effect sizes of motive-based reference group aspirations for different forms of organizational responses. Greve (2003b) identified five forms of organizational responses to performance feedback (i.e., strategic change, organizational risk taking, R&D intensity, new product introductions, and growth and facility investments). Given our limited number of studies for different reference groups, we were able to run subgroup analyses that isolated the effects of strategic change from all other forms of organizational responses. Overall, the results for baseline and self-assessment show similar patterns for strategic change and other organizational responses5.
Results of Post Hoc Analyses
To assess whether outliers might bias our results (Aguinis et al., 2010b, Geyskens et al., 2008, Schmidt and Hunter, 2014), we performed an outlier analysis. Following Junni et al. (2013), we excluded correlation coefficients more than six standard deviations above or below the mean correlations. Three studies were excluded in the baseline group, one study was excluded in the self-assessment group, and one study was excluded in the self-improvement group. The results from this analysis support our original results; the decreases in the effect sizes were minimal, and the differences in effects that included and excluded outliers were not statistically significant.
We followed Aguinis et al. (2010a) and carried out the trim-and-fill analysis to assess the file drawer concern. The trim-and-fill method simulates studies that might be missing from the original sample and includes these simulated studies in effect sizes (Duval and Tweedie, 2000). The estimated number of missing studies for our subgroup analyses ranges from 0 to 14. The differences in our calculated effects and the results of trim-and-fill methods are not statistically significant. In addition to the “file-drawer problem”, we also assessed how many unpublished studies with null results would invalidate our findings (Rosenthal, 1995) with the Fail-Safe N test. We report our results at Appendix A3. The Fail-Safe N values for subgroup analyses (for performance above and below aspirations and different motives) ranges from 27 to 55042, based on the size of subgroups, exceeding the criterion suggested by Rosenthal (1979) in all cases[endnoteRef:7]. Based on these results, we believe that the robustness of our results is consistent. [7:  Rosenthal (1979) suggests that the Fail-Safe N should be at least five times the number of studies included in each subgroup. Our calculated Fail-Safe N values exceed this criterium.] 

DISCUSSION AND CONTRIBUTION
In this study, we asked whether organizations respond differently to performance evaluations based on different motive-based social reference groups. Using a meta-analysis, we found that reference groups based on two distinct self-evaluation motives (i.e., self-assessment and self-improvement) are generally associated with different organizational responses. Building on prior research that acknowledged the importance of reference groups in specific settings (Kacperczyk et al., 2015, Labianca et al., 2009, Moliterno et al., 2015, Smith and Chae, 2017) we are able to generally link diverse performance feedback responses to different reference groups that are based on these two distinct motives.
First, our study expands the conceptual scope of the PFT by demonstrating the need to integrate competitive striving through self-improvement into this literature. Although central to the strategy literature (Porter, 1996), competitive striving has been an important void in the PFT literature (Boyle and Shapira, 2012, Gavetti, 2012, Labianca et al., 2009). It is understandable that competitive striving was not at the forefront of Cyert and March’s thinking when they formulated the Behavioral Theory of the Firm (BTOF, 1963) that is defined by a stark contrast to the economic assumption of profit maximization. The BTOF was further developed before Strategic Management was formalized as a field at the Pittsburgh Conference in 1977 (Bettis and Blettner, 2020). However, competitive striving is an important behavior of firms that cannot be omitted from current and future theorizing of the PFT. The omission of competitive striving from the PFT prevents researchers from explaining how firms engage in radical change and break away from its current position (Porter, 1991, Porter, 1996), especially when they perform above social aspirations. Thus, by demonstrating the need to integrate competitive striving into the PFT, our generalizable results position the PFT indispensable to explaining adaptive competitive behavior and, thus, position it at the core of the burgeoning field of Behavioral Strategy (Bromiley and Rau, 2014, Gavetti, 2012, Powell et al., 2011). In our opinion, if the competitive striving were ignored, the range of the PFT would be substantially diminished.
Second, we provide quantitative and generalizable evidence that reference groups based on distinct motives are systematically related to differences across a great range of diverse organizational responses (e.g., strategic change, risk taking, new product development, R&D expenses, growth and facility investments (Greve, 2003b)). Building on the conceptual work related to Self-Evaluation Theory (Beckman and Lee, 2017, Sedikides and Strube, 1997) and empirical work by Audia et al. (2015), we demonstrate that responses to social reference groups based on the self-improvement motive differ significantly from responses to social reference groups based on the self-assessment motive. This difference suggests to us that the integration of self-evaluation motives represents a fruitful direction for theorizing social reference groups. Our theorizing further strengthens the motivational aspects, a core constituent of adaptive behavior in the PFT (Argote and Greve, 2007, Cyert and March, 1992, Eggers and Kaul, 2018, Xu et al., 2019). Our work represents a first step in the development of a more differentiated theory on the motivational drivers for reference-group selection and demonstrates to researchers that an undifferentiated general concept of social aspirations is insufficient. We further complement empirical evidence on the selection and effects of social reference groups in the PFT (Audia et al., 2021, Kacperczyk et al., 2015, Labianca et al., 2009, Moliterno et al., 2015, Smith and Chae, 2017) by proposing motivation-based theorizing for differences among social reference groups. 
Finally, by focusing on social reference groups – a core element of the PFT model – we forge a promising path for an enhanced and coherent PFT theory because we are able to demonstrate that different responses to performance above aspirations originate from different motives for selecting social reference groups. This is crucial and timely because research has shown that previous theoretical explanations for firm behavior in response to performance above aspirations (i.e., managers will be risk averse and become inert, (Greve, 2003b)) and contextual factors (e.g., organizational slack, (Nohria and Gulati, 1996)) do not account for observed behavior (Kotiloglu et al., 2021, Posen et al., 2018, Ref and Shapira, 2017). We show that the heterogeneity of responses to performance above aspirations can be explained based on social aspirations, a core constituent of the PFT model itself. As a consequence of our work, we believe it will be important for PFT researchers to pay close attention to social reference groups and take a more comprehensive view on motivational aspects that underlie the model. An implication of our research is that the use of the industry average as an undifferentiated social reference group is inappropriate for explaining responses to performance above aspirations. Besides, our study makes the case for researchers to include a self-improvement reference group into their models. 
For performance below aspirations, our results for the self-assessment groups have the greatest predictive power but our results for the self-improvement group are inconclusive (Hypothesis 1b is not supported). This lack of support, which resonates with the findings of Labianca et al. (2009), might have theoretical and empirical reasons. Theoretically, the further firms fall below the self-improvement group, the more irrelevant it becomes compared to the self-assessment group because decision-makers prefer upward comparison with similar targets over dissimilar ones (Collins, 1996). Some firms that perform below their self-improvement group will also perform below their self-assessment group, which will shift their attention away from self-improvement group because performing below self-assessment points to a problem that needs to be immediately resolved (Posen et al., 2018). Besides, decision-makers who have experienced setbacks respond less to upward comparison (as per self-improvement group) because it decreases their self-evaluation (Aspinwall and Taylor, 1993)). If there is no reasonable possibility for long-term improvement, decision-makers may experience self-improvement feedback as threatening and protect themselves against it by processing it superficially (Green et al., 2009). Under these conditions, self-improvement becomes less relevant.
Empirically, inconclusive results may be because the group of firms that performs below the self-improvement group is large and heterogeneous. Since the self-improvement group is a small upper echelon of firms, most firms within a study’s sample would perform below this group, explaining the heterogeneity of this effect. Moreover, we only have a small number of PFT studies that include a self-improvement group, which would also impact the meta-analytic effect size for this subsample. In addition, our results suggest a need for change in the modeling of motives. While Audia and Greve (2020) modeled motives as moderator variables, we suggest that researchers consider modeling motives as endogenous variables, since the formation of the aspiration is driven by these motives and therefore a part of the performance feedback process.
In order to summarize our theorizing beyond the two motives tested in this paper and develop future avenues for research, we present our Integrated Conceptual Model in the following section. 
Integrated Conceptual Model 
Figure 1 presents an integrated conceptual model that summarizes our hypotheses, findings, and propositions for future research. In this integrated model we include all four motives of the Self-Evaluation Theory (Sedikides and Strube, 1997). The top half of Figure 1 (a) depicts the effect of the two motives we tested in our study (self-assessment and self-improvement). At the bottom (b), we outline the anticipated effects for two additional motives (self-enhancement and self-verification). Albeit the latter two motives are not testable with a meta-analysis at this point due to limited availability of studies[endnoteRef:8], we develop propositions regarding their effects on organizational responses for further research in the following section.  [8:  Despite several groundbreaking papers examining the self-enhancement motive (e.g., Audia and Brion, 2007, Audia et al., 2015), at the moment the number of publications is too small for a meta-analytic examination. As for self-verification, we are aware of only one study (Moliterno et al., 2015) that could be classified as incorporating the self-verification motive.] 

Proposition Development
Self-enhancement groups and performance below aspirations
Organizational decision-makers select members of the self-enhancement group with the objective of maintaining their organization’s positive self-image. Building on important studies on self-enhancement (Audia and Brion, 2007, Audia et al., 2015), we argue that firms that perform below their self-enhancement group will continue to engage in positive self-appraisal by distorting (negative) performance feedback through self-serving attributions. This, in turn, will inhibit learning from performance feedback (Jordan and Audia, 2012). In line with the self-enhancement motive, organizations may retrospectively revise their reference group selection by comparing themselves to even lower performing reference groups (Jordan and Audia, 2012, Lee et al., 2020, Wills, 1981). Such self-enhancement mechanisms have been associated with weaker organizational responses (Audia et al., 2015). We propose:
Proposition 1a: As performance decreases further below self-enhancement group aspiration, the organizational response decreases.
The self-verification motive renders decision-makers receptive to feedback consistent with their self-concept (Sedikides and Strube, 1997, Swann Jr, 1983, Swann Jr and Read, 1981). Therefore, we expect that under this motive decision-makers select referent organizations that resemble their own organization (e.g., similar firm characteristics and performance levels). Due to this resemblance with the self, firms will strongly identify with this reference group, rendering it highly influential for their decision-making. Decision-makers whose organizations perform below their self-verification group will likely be concerned and experience dissonance with regards to this negative feedback (Swann Jr and Read, 1981) and show strong responses to reduce this performance gap that threatens their identity and self-consistency. Thus, we propose:
Proposition 1b: As performance decreases further below self-verification group aspiration, the organizational response increases.





FIGURE 1.
Integrated Conceptual Model
[image: ]
Self-verification groups and performance below aspirations 
Self-enhancement groups and performance above aspirations
The positive feedback of outperforming their self-enhancement groups confirms decision-makers’ positive self-views. While decision-makers experience less desire to see themselves in a positive light than when their organization’s performance is below aspirations, they are motivated to see themselves as favorably as possible (Jussim et al., 1995). Thus, they will likely augment the positive aspects of their performance. These favorable self-views will make decision-makers feel good (Civettini, 2012, Sweeney and Wells, 1990). The affective state of contentedness and satisfaction will translate into complacent firm behavior, resulting in decreased organizational responses. Thus, we propose: 
Proposition 2a: As performance increases further above self-enhancement group aspiration, the organizational response decreases.
Self-verification groups and performance above aspirations 
Due to their need to stabilize their self-view (Swann Jr and Brooks, 2012), decision-makers are motivated to perform at a similar level as their self-verification group that they closely resemble and strongly identify with. Therefore, they will likely respond little when they outperform this highly influential group. More intense responses would only drive them away from this close reference group and, due to the strong self-consistency motive, organizational decision-makers are motivated to maintain their current performance. Therefore, we propose:
Proposition 2b: As performance increases further above self-verification group aspiration, the organization response decreases.

Methodological Approach for Testing the Proposed Relationships
We believe that experiments are a particularly enticing methodology for demonstrating the causal mechanism underlying the proposed relationships (e.g., retrospective reference group selection in P1a). Using refined designs (e.g., Audia and Brion, 2007, Audia et al., 2015, Smith and Chae, 2017) and the think aloud method (Van Someren et al., 1994) to capture decision-makers’ thoughts and mood upon feedback receipt, experiments are uniquely positioned to examine the complex internal process of how managers make sense of the performance feedback. Experimenters can further assess subjects’ dispositional differences in preference for the self-verification motive (Cable and Kay, 2012) and the self-enhancement motive (Taylor et al., 2003). Researchers may also include relevant dispositions such as global self-esteem (Brown et al., 2010) and other factors (see Jordan and Audia, 2012) that are pertinent to the Self-Evaluation Theory. Researchers can also use validated priming methods for self-enhancement (Audia and Brion, 2007, Audia et al., 2015) and self-verification (Kraus and Chen, 2009)[endnoteRef:9] to examine these manipulations affect the evaluation of performance on the groups based on these motives.  [9:  For the other two motives: self-improvement (Brown and Zagefka, 2006), self-assessment (Audia et al., 2015; Audia and Brion, 2007).] 

Beyond experiments, researchers could use surveys and interviews (e.g., Shinkle et al., 2019, Shinkle and Kriauciunas, 2012) to test the propositions. Engaging with managers, researchers can directly examine their motives for selecting reference groups, the conditions under which the salience of the motive changes, and how these motives affect responses. We further see appeal in triangulating survey-based data with objective data of performance and organizational responses (e.g., Saraf et al., 2021) to elucidate managers’ motives for selecting reference groups and their influence on observed action. 
Finally, using archival studies, authors can test the above propositions by forming a self-enhancement group (e.g., 10% lowest performing firms) and self-verification group (e.g., “historically based social aspiration threshold”, (Moliterno et al., 2015)). Alternatively, researchers could use peer group reporting in 10k reports (Audia et al., 2021) or referents mentioned in CEOs’ letters to shareholders (Short and Palmer, 2003) and transcripts of analyst calls to infer motives and relate those to organizational responses. 
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
Our research design allowed us to determine the effect of each motive-based reference group separately. Given that our results for differently motivated social reference groups at the meta-level are so clear, it will be important to examine social reference groups and motivations in greater depth. Since we are using a meta-analytic approach, our results are limited by the operationalizations of studies within our sample. Most of the studies (94%) in our sample use archival data, therefore our results may be impacted by the domination of archival studies over other study designs (i.e., surveys, interviews). This is particularly important for our research question, since some self-evaluation motives may not be fully captured through archival data[endnoteRef:10]. In addition to the methodological limitations, our study has two conceptual limitations that also demonstrate promising areas for future research: First, firms may attend to multiple reference groups simultaneously. Therefore, it will be important to continue examining how firms attend to multiple reference groups (Gaba and Greve, 2019, Hu et al., 2017, Kacperczyk et al., 2015) and why and when they switch among them (Lee et al., 2020). Second, firms may form a reference group that simultaneously caters to multiple motives. Since decision-makers may activate multiple motives simultaneously (Audia et al., 2015, Sweeney and Wells, 1990), we believe that it would be interesting to undertake inductive research to elucidate multiple, complementary or conflicting motives for the selection of reference groups. While some motives are more closely related (e.g., self-assessment and self-verification), others create tension (e.g., self-enhancement vs. self-verification, (Swann Jr et al., 1987)).  [10:  Please see the Methodological Approach for Testing the Proposed Relationships section of this paper for a more detailed discussion on modeling different motives.] 

Moreover, we see great potential in further exploring top executives’ intrinsic and extrinsic motivation to select and respond to reference groups. In terms of intrinsic motivation, key decision-makers with a growth mindset (Dweck, 2006), believing in the development of abilities, will select and respond more strongly to self-improvement groups than those with a fixed mindset, who might favor self-enhancement groups. Decision-makers with a mastery goal orientation, emphasizing the value of learning (Elliott and Dweck, 1988), will likely be influenced by self-improvement groups, while decision-makers with a performance orientation may rely more on the self-assessment group. In terms of extrinsic motivation, we hope that researchers will expand on the work on incentives by Lim and colleagues (e.g., Lim, 2017, Lim and McCann, 2014). We believe that purposeful design of top executives’ remuneration packages will influence their reference group selection, learning from feedback, and their firms’ responses. It would be particularly interesting to recommend packages that incentivize executives - particularly those in underperforming firms - to learn from self-improvement groups. Decision-makers are also influenced by stakeholders’ expectations (Jordan and Audia, 2012, Nason et al., 2018) who may emphasize either long-term learning from feedback (self-improvement) or immediate impression management (self-enhancement). The values in organizational culture may further promote motives (e.g., learning-oriented culture).
Our non-findings for performance below the self-improvement group also demonstrate important future research areas. First, we suggest that researchers consider the performance distribution of their sample and partition out very low performers. In this context, we also see promise for future studies to examine the influence of the size, dynamism, munificence, maturity, and transparency of the industry that likely affect responses to motive-based reference groups. Second, to better understand responses to performance below aspirations, it will also be important for researchers to explore other self-evaluation motives for reference group selection (especially self-verification). 
At the macro level, we hope that researchers will consider national culture that has also been associated with the prevalence of certain self-evaluation motives. Though the discussion of culture and motives is heated (Sedikides et al., 2005), several studies (Heine and Lehman, 1997, White and Lehman, 2005) found that self-enhancement is more pronounced in Western cultures while self-improvement is relatively more important in East Asian cultures. This is particularly important in the light of the fact that the percentage of non-US based samples has almost doubled in the last decade and almost half of newly published studies use non-US based samples[endnoteRef:11] with East Asian being the fastest growing group. That means that more and more future studies will likely contradict the predictions of the PFT, especially for performance above aspirations. [11:  Our sample shows that between 1995 and 2010, the majority of PFT studies drew their samples from US-based companies, with only 25% of studies with non-US samples. However, between 2010 and 2020, 46% of newly published studies used non-US based samples to analyze performance feedback. Similarly, between 2020 and 2022, more than 40% of newly published studies sampled firms in countries other than the U.S. to analyze performance feedback. Non-US studies are growing at a much faster rate than US-based studies.
] 
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APPENDIX A1.
Studies Included in the Meta-Analysis

	Study
	Sample Size
	Data Collection Period
	Reference Group Operationalization
	Motive

	Ahn et al., 2020 
	98 firms, 447 observations
	2011-2017
	Industry
	Baseline

	Alexy et al., 2016 

	313 firms
	2008-2010
	Industry
	Baseline

	Arrfelt et al., 2012 
	8,266 observations
	1998-2006
	Business units
	Self-assessment

	Askin and Bothner, 2016   
	1,019 observations
	2005-2012
	Top ranked business schools
	Self-improvement

	Audia and Greve, 2006

	11 firms, 178 observations
	1974-1995
	Industry
	Baseline

	Audia et al., 2000
	150 observations
	1974-1985
	Industry
	Baseline

	Barreto, 2012 
	21 banks, 25,452 observations
	1991-1994
	Industry
	Baseline

	Baum and Dahlin, 2007 
	189 observations
	1975-2001
	Industry
	Baseline

	Baum et al., 2005 
	375 firms, 2,465 observations
	1952-1990
	Similar firms in terms of size and specialization
	Self-assessment

	Ben-Oz and Greve, 2015 
	252 observations
	 2007
	Comparable firms based on managers (surveys)
	Self-assessment

	Borgholthaus et al., 2021 
	646 firms, 3,032 observations
	2008-2017
	Industry
	Baseline

	Boyle and Shapira, 2012 
	112 observations
	1990-1999
	Top competitors at Jeopardy
	Self-improvement

	Bromiley and Washburn, 2011

	1,366 firms, 22,189 observations
	1977-1997
	Industry
	Baseline

	Calabrò et al., 2018 
	432 observations
	2000-2014
	Industry
	Baseline

	Castellanata et al., 2015 
	265 firms, 7,223 observations
	1973-2008
	Industry
	Baseline

	Ceci et al., 2012 
	800 firms, 2,265 observations
	2001-2006
	Industry
	Baseline

	Ceci et al., 2016 
	762 observations
	2001-2006
	Industry
	Baseline

	Chen, 2008 
	15,171 observations
	1980-2001
	Industry
	Baseline

	Chen and Li, 2021 
	711 observations
	2008-2015
	Industry
	Baseline

	Cheng et al., 2021 
	 1,558 firms, 7,460 observations
	2011-2017
	Industry
	Baseline

	Choi et al., 2021 
	1,525 firms, 9,566 observations
	1992-2005
	Industry
	Baseline

	Chrisman and Patel, 2012 
	964 firms, 8,473 observations
	1998-2007
	Industry
	Baseline

	Deb et al., 2019 
	3,929 firms, 27,984 observations
	1994-2013
	Industry
	Baseline

	Delmar and Wennberg, 2007 
	23,286 firms, 79,587 observations
	1995-2002
	Industry
	Baseline

	Desai, 2008 
	37 firms, 466 observations
	 1978-2003
	Industry
	Baseline

	Desai, 2016 
	118 firms, 468 observations
	2003-2010
	Hospitals within the same state
	Self-assessment

	Dong et al., 2021 
	1,833 firms, 7,237 observations
	2001-2005
	Industry
	Baseline

	Eggers and Kaul, 2018 
	16,455 firms, 785,490 observations
	1980-1997
	Industry
	Baseline

	Gaba et al., 2012 
	71 firms, 1,424 observations
	1992-2003
	Industry
	Baseline

	Gao et al., 2021 
	1,410 firms, 8,273 observations
	2004-2015
	Industry
	Baseline

	Goyal and Goyal, 2021 
	872 firms, 2,691 observations
	2010-2017
	Industry
	Baseline

	Greve, 1998 
	160 firms, 16,294 observations
	1984-1992
	Industry
	Baseline

	Greve, 2003
	111 firms, 1,672 observations
	1964-1995
	Industry
	Baseline

	Greve, 2007
	13 firms, 258 observations
	1971-2000
	Industry
	Baseline

	Greve, 2010

	288 firms, 2,151 observations
	1992-2004
	Similar firms in terms of scope
	Self-assessment

	Gubbi et al., 2015 
	298 firms, 2,729 observations
	1992-2005
	Industry
	Baseline

	Guo and Peng, 2017 
	1,921 firms, 16,057 observations
	1988-2015
	Industry
	Baseline

	Harris and Bromiley, 2007 
	868 observations
	1997-2002
	Industry
	Baseline

	Hendron et al., 2013  
	164 firms, 494 observations
	1975-1986
	Industry
	Baseline

	Hu et al., 2017 
	156 firms, 11,657 observations
	1972-2010
	Sister magazines under the same publisher, magazines in the same content category 
	Self-assessment

	Huang et al., 2021a 
	596 firms, 3,285 observations
	2009-2017
	Industry
	Baseline

	Huang et al., 2021b
	136 observations
	2011-2015
	Industry
	Baseline

	Hui et al., 2021 
	11,190 observations
	1997-2016
	Industry
	Baseline

	Iyer and Miller, 2008 
	6,302 firms, 51,567 observations
	1980-2000
	Industry
	Baseline

	Kavusan and Frankort, 2019 
	165 firms, 1,016 observations
	1985-2000
	Industry
	Baseline

	Ketchen and Palmer, 1999  
	66 observations
	 1986-1990
	Strategic groups based on type, location, size, ownership/control, and alliances
	Self-assessment

	Kim et al., 2015 
	642 firms, 8,799 observations
	1988-2005
	Banks within the same U.S. state
	Self-assessment

	Kim and Rhee, 2014
	331 observations
	1986-2006
	Geographic reference group based on state
	Self-assessment

	Kim and Rhee, 2017
	358 firms, 4,163 observations
	1990-2014
	Industry
	Baseline

	Kim and Tsai, 2012
	26 firms, 650 observations
	2004-2006
	Dyads, target firm
	Self-assessment

	Kotiloglu et al., 2018 
	9,191 firms, 24,902 observations
	2007-2016
	Top ranked firms
	Self-improvement

	Kotlar et al., 2013 
	1,540 firms, 4,903 observations
	2000-2006
	Industry
	Baseline

	Kotlar et al., 2014a
	437 firms, 1,019 observations
	2000-2006
	Industry
	Baseline

	Kotlar et al., 2014b
	431 firms, 995 observations
	2000-2006
	Industry
	Baseline

	Kuusela et al., 2017 
	530 firms, 4,660 observations
	1992-2014
	Similar firms based on performance
	Self-assessment

	Labianca et al., 2009 

	131 observations
	2004
	Direct competitors, schools that deans aspire to equal (based on surveys)
	Self-improvement

	Lant and Hewlin, 2002 
	116 observations
	
	Industry
	Baseline

	Le and Lee, 2021 
	401 firms, 3,133 observations
	2010-2018
	Industry
	Baseline

	Lee et al., 2020 
	23 firms, 272 observations
	1993-2008
	Similar firms based on executives’ perceptions
	Self-assessment

	Lehman and Hahn, 2013

	22,603 observations
	2000-2005
	Opponent NFL team’s score
	Self-assessment

	Lewellyn and Bao, 2015 
	83 firms
	2002-2010
	Industry
	Baseline

	Lim and McCann, 2014
	654 firms, 3,892 observations
	1992-2006
	Industry
	Baseline

	Lin, 2014 
	656 firms, 5,904 observations
	2000-2008
	Industry
	Baseline

	Lu and Wong, 2019 
	2,436 observations
	1998-2012
	Industry
	Baseline

	Lungeanu et al., 2016 
	30 firms, 392 observations
	1992-2006
	Industry
	Baseline

	Lv et al., 2019 
	1,824 firms, 10,170 observations
	2007-2017
	Industry
	Baseline

	Lv et al., 2021 
	1,865 firms, 9,449 observations
	2008-2018
	Highest performing firms
	Self-improvement

	Lyocsa et al., 2018  
	3,586 observations
	2014-2015
	Industry
	Baseline

	Manzaneque et al., 2020 
	3,116 observations
	2001-2013
	Industry
	Baseline

	Massini et al., 2005 
	122 observations
	1992-1996
	Firms from the same sub-industry and nation
	Self-assessment

	Mishina et al., 2010 
	194 firms, 1,749 observations
	1990-1999
	Industry
	Baseline

	Nevmerzhytskyi, 2021 
	1,246 observations
	2006-2016
	Peer firms
	Self-assessment

	O'Brien and David, 2014 
	2,123 firms, 18,283 observations
	1992-2004
	Industry
	Baseline

	Oehler et al., 2019 
	184 observations
	
	Participants with similar backgrounds
	Self-assessment

	Park, 2007 
	315 firms, 236,237 observations
	1985-2000
	Dyads based on strategic similarity
	Self-assessment

	Parker et al., 2017
	48 firms, 1,332 observations
	2006-2009
	Industry
	Baseline

	Rhee et al., 2019 
	236 firms, 1,274 observations
	2001-2008
	Business groups
	Self-assessment

	Rostami, 2008 
	79 firms, 948 observations
	1991-2002
	Industry
	Baseline

	Rowley et al., 2017 
	2,736 observations
	 2001-2010
	Industry
	Baseline

	Rudy and Johnson, 2016  
	100 firms, 2,190 observations
	1980-2006
	Industry
	Baseline

	Saraf et al., 2021 
	 1,466 firms, 7,330 observations
	1999-2006
	Similar firms based on size and sector
	Self-assessment

	Say and Vasudeva, 2020 
	46,182 observations
	2005-2016
	Industry
	Baseline

	Schimmer and Brauer, 2012 
	1,191 firms, 10,719 observations
	1999-2008
	Dyads
	Self-assessment

	Schumacher et al., 2020 
	824 firms, 5,482 observations
	1992-2014
	Industry
	Baseline

	Sengul and Obloj, 2017 
	456 firms, 1,206 observations
	1998-2004
	Industry
	Baseline

	Shijaku et al., 2018 
	81 firms, 7,760 observations
	2002-2013
	Industry
	Baseline

	Shimizu, 2007 
	68 firms, 1,544 observations
	1988-1998
	Industry
	Baseline

	Shipilov et al., 2011 
	21,706 observations
	1979-2001
	Firms with similar market shares
	Self-assessment

	Smulovitz et al., 2020 
	11,365 firms, 73,401 observations
	2005-2013
	Industry
	Baseline

	Su and Si, 2015 
	75 firms, 609 observations
	1995-2010
	Industry
	Baseline

	Titus et al., 2019  
	576 firms, 2,054 observations
	1996-2007
	Industry
	Baseline

	Wang and Zhang, 2021 
	487 observations
	2012-2016
	Industry
	Baseline

	Wang et al., 2020 
	1,380 firms, 12,327 observations
	2001-2017
	Industry
	Baseline

	Wennberg and Holmquist, 2008  
	2,355 observations
	1992-1995
	Industry
	Baseline

	Wennberg et al., 2016 
	14,760 firms, 39,890 observations
	1995-2002
	Industry
	Baseline

	Xie et al., 2019 
	876 firms, 3,575 observations
	2007-2013
	Industry
	Baseline

	Xu and Zeng, 2020 
	311 firms, 1,416 observations
	2008-2013
	Industry
	Baseline

	Ye et al., 2021 
	56,716 observations
	1974-2018
	Industry
	Baseline

	Zhong et al., 2021 
	809 firms, 4,386 observations
	2010-2018
	Industry
	Baseline




APPENDIX A2.
Coding Scheme for Motives

	Coding label of motive
	Definition
	Example operationalizations
	Distribution in our sample

	Baseline
	Social aspiration based on overall industry average
	Industry mean performance (Shimizu, 2007), industry median performance (Lim and McCann, 2014)
	74%

	Self-assessment
	Social aspiration based on a subgroup of industry
	Mean performance of reference groups by size (Baum et al., 2005), mean performance of hospitals within the same state (Desai, 2015), performance of other funds within the same fund category (Kacperczyk et al., 2015), dyads that are strategically similar (Park, 2007), strategic reference groups based on service quality goals (Salge, 2010)
	21%

	Self-improvement
	Social aspiration based on top performing firms
	Performance of highest ranked contestant or leader (Boyle and Shapira, 2012), highest performing team within the soccer league (Moliterno et al., 2014), top three competitors of the focal school (Labianca et al., 2009)
	5%


N = 99 studies


APPENDIX A3.
Fail-Safe N Results (Rosenthal, 1995)

	Criteria
	Construction of Social Aspiration and Motivation
	k
	r
	p
	Fail Safe N

	 
Performance Below Social Aspiration
	Baseline
	53
	-0.087
	0.000
	55042

	
	Self-Assessment
	20
	-0.098
	0.000
	8084

	
	Self-Improvement
	7
	-0.001
	0.976
	141

	 
Performance Above Social Aspiration
 
	Baseline
	49
	0.014
	0.393
	188

	
	Self-Assessment
	14
	-0.046
	0.012
	74

	
	Self-Improvement
	3
	0.104
	0.056
	27


Notes: Number of effect sizes (k), sample size weighted mean effect size (r) and its significance (p), the number of studies with null results needed to invalidate our results (Rosenthal, 1995) (Fail Safe N).
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