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Performance evaluation has long been a source of dissatisfaction for practi-
tioners and a focus of research for scholars. The current call for the elimina-
tion of performance ratings is not new. This commentary considers the qual-
ity perspective as a historical context in which performance ratings were, at
best, considered amisguidedmanagement tool. Although the current debate
doesn’t seem to be philosophically based, it may be useful to recognize that
serious questions regarding performance ratings have come up before. Po-
tential measurement problems with performance ratings are considered. It
is concluded that performance ratings are not the major problem for perfor-
mance management. Possible sources of problems with performance man-
agement are considered. Directions for improvement are discussed.

Giving and receiving performance ratings are probably seldom viewed
as fun and relaxing activities by either party. Even top performers can be
anxious about how they will be assessed, and the best managers can’t be
certain how their evaluations will be received. To put a number on it with
a performance rating seems to amplify anxiety and concerns over equity.
As reflected in the focal article (Adler et al., 2016), there are both pros and
cons to performance ratings. Recently, attention has been given to orga-
nizations that are choosing to eliminate performance ratings, for example
Adobe and General Electric (Garr, 2013; Pulakos, Mueller-Hanson, Arad,
& Moye, 2015). Arguments about the downsides of performance ratings are
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apparently convincing someorganizations that the costs of ratings are greater
than the benefits.

There are certainly problems with performance ratings, including lim-
ited effectiveness of rater training, interrater disagreement, inadequate crite-
ria, and questionable validity, among others. All of these negatives regarding
performance rating were reviewed in the focal article, and details will not be
addressed here.

It may be important to note, however, that different interpretations of
these issues are possible. For example, frame-of-reference training has been
shown to be a promising approach, particularly for calibrating managers so
that they share a commonmetric for evaluation (Bernardin & Buckley, 1981;
Noonan & Sulsky, 2001; Schleicher & Day, 1998). In regard to low interrater
agreement, raters from different vantage points would be expected to dis-
agree. In a 360 degree system, customers, peers, and managers may have
different experiences with an employee, and that worker may present him-
self/herself differently when interactingwith those different audiences. From
a measurement perspective, low reliability is characteristic of a poor mea-
sure. In the context of performance ratings, disagreement among evaluators
would be expected rather than an indicator of a poor measure.

Overall, although theremight be differences of opinion regarding the ex-
tent to which performance ratings can be problematic, it must be concluded
that performance ratings are imperfect.Whether the extent of problemswith
the measure merits its elimination is a judgment call and one on which there
is obvious disagreement. The call for the elimination of performance ratings
is not new. In recent history, the appeal to eliminate ratings was based on
assumptions in the quality philosophy not based on measurement charac-
teristics of performance ratings.

The Quality Movement and Performance Ratings
Quality became a key issue in the early 1980s and was seen as a key issue for
the competitiveness ofU.S. companies. Amajor proponent of the quality phi-
losophy includedW. E. Deming, and he openly attacked performance ratings
(Deming, 1986). The basis for the recommended elimination of ratings was
that performance ratings, from the quality perspective, are a cruel lottery.
A fundamental assumption of the quality perspective is that performance is
largely due to system, rather than person, factors (Cardy, Dobbins, &Carson,
1995). To evaluate employees and distribute positive and negative outcomes
based on that distribution is cruel from the quality perspective. It is cruel be-
cause the variance in performance is assumed to be due to system factors and
because differences among workers are random and do not reflect meaning-
ful differences among workers. The objection to performance ratings from
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the quality perspective was based on the assumption that performance was
due to system factors.

The quality movement brought with it many important questions and
led to improvements in the workplace. However, the extent to which system
factors account for performance was simply an assertion made by quality
proponents. Empirical evidence indicates that there is an appreciable and
meaningful impact of person factors on performance. Consider, for exam-
ple, that validity values for well-developed selection procedures can have val-
ues ranging from .30 to .50 (McDaniel, Whetzel, Schmidt, & Maurer, 1994).
If variance in performance is only due to system factors, selection validity
would be nonexistent.

Given that individual differences in performance are sufficient to merit
measurement, the question remains as to whether performance ratings pro-
vide adequate measurement. As mentioned previously, performance ratings
are imperfect, as any subjective assessment would be. Certainly, error and
bias affect performance ratings. However, there are situations where subjec-
tive performance ratings can provide a better indication of employee perfor-
mance than objective indicators of performance (Cardy & Leonard, 2011).
Objective indicators are typically deficient, but human judgments, despite
error, can capture meaningful performance differences.

Ratings Aren’t the Problem
Assumptions about person and system causes of performance and the degree
of measurement problems with performance ratings can be argued on both
sides of this debate. However, performance ratings are not, in our opinion,
the critical source of difficulty with performance management. Performance
ratings are easily identified and cast as the culprit in the performance man-
agement system. Themessage of eliminating ratings can also be popular with
managers and workers. Both groups get let off the hook with the elimination
of ratings. Elimination of performance ratings can be popular withmanagers
who see the change as a reduction in bureaucracy and one less thing they
need to do to satisfy the demands of the human resource management sys-
tem. Elimination of ratings can be popular with workers because uncertainty
associatedwith the evaluation is eliminated. Themessage of eliminating per-
formance ratings can resonate with managers and employees. However, our
contention is that the focus on performance ratings and their elimination
is misplaced. There are other factors that we argue are primary causes of
problems with performance management.

Sources of Performance Management Problems
One source of problems for performance management is the perception
that performance management is a bureaucratic necessity. Rather than view
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performance management as a central part of the job, supervisors and man-
agers can take the position that the task is part of the bureaucracy that is
forced on them. Taking this perspective can allow supervisors to distance
themselves from the task and to not invest a great deal in doing it well. The
goal can become to complete the task and satisfy the bureaucracy. If the
task isn’t done well, the importance of it can be minimized because it was
in essence a box that had to be checked off to satisfy the human resource
management department.

The reality, of course, is that evaluating performance and providing feed-
back should be a central part of a manager’s job. Working with employees to
improve performance would rationally be a core part of the role of supervi-
sors and managers. However, the perception and actions often don’t reflect
that reality. The separation of performance management from the role of a
supervisor can be an important problem for performance management.

Another important source of problems with performance management
is the avoidance of confronting the task. That is, supervisors are often un-
comfortable in confronting a performance problem and with providing
meaningful feedback (Fisher, 1979; Larson, 1986; Robinson & Hardt, 1992).
A supervisor may feel awkward with dealing with a performance problem
and might choose to ignore or avoid dealing with the issue.

Directions for Improvement
Eliminating performance ratings shouldn’t be expected to solve the difficul-
ties that ail performance management. Evaluation, whether in terms of per-
formance ratings or some other form, is needed for meaningful feedback. If
performance ratings are eliminated, performance improvement will still re-
quire assessment to determine areas of weakness and their causes. In short,
being an effective coach also requires being an effective judge. What holds
promise for improving performance management includes positioning per-
formancemanagement as a central part of the job ofmanagers and providing
them help so that they can effectively deal with performance problems.

Make Performance Management Central to Management
The perception that performance management is a bureaucratic necessity
needs to be changed. Organizations need to clarify that managing and
improving performance is a core management responsibility. Performance
management needs to be more than completing forms and providing doc-
umentation to the human resource management department. Performance
management needs to be integrated into the management role as a central
responsibility. The following are suggested directions for the integration of
performance management with the everyday management role.
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� Include performance management in the evaluation of managers. The
importance of performance management would be clarified by mak-
ing performance management part of the evaluation of managers.
Measuring, evaluating, and tying rewards to a set of behaviors can clar-
ify their importance and reinforce their occurrence.

� Change how performance management occurs. Feedback and evalua-
tion don’t have to occur only at set and formal intervals. There are a
number of promising options to explore. For example, meetings that
occur atmeaningful points in a project can be used to review shortfalls,
revise goals and plans, and provide support and recognition (Buck-
ingham & Goodall, 2015). Integrating these activities into the work
routine can provide more timely and meaningful feedback and allow
opportunity for corrections and improved performance.

� Focus on strengths and the future. Rather than consisting of a retro-
spective assessment of weaknesses, performance management could
take a strengths-based (Buckingham&Clifton, 2001) approach. As de-
scribed byAguinis, Gottfredson, and Joo (2012), a strengths-based ap-
proach to performancemanagement can focus on a worker’s strengths
and emphasize positive feedback. They offer specific suggestions for
implementing this approach that are grounded in research. The expec-
tation is that the approach will make feedback much more effective. A
future orientation can also lead to improvement. Rather than assessing
the past, looking to the future and planning for improvement is an ap-
proach some companies are taking tomake performancemanagement
more meaningful (Buckingham & Goodall, 2015).

Provide Needed Skills
Reluctance to deal with performance problems can often be caused by a lack
of skills to confront and deal with performance problems. Managers need
to have the interpersonal skills needed to effectively engage with employees
and address performance issues. Managers may lack self-efficacy regarding
the skills needed to deal with performance problems, and that lack can result
in less effective performancemanagement (Bernardin &Villanova, 2005). In
addition, the ability to carefully diagnose causes of performance problems
and the ability to effectively identify and implement solutions are needed
skills. Some skill areas that are, arguably, key for effective performance man-
agement include

� Diagnosis.Diagnosis is clearly a central, possibly foremost, part of the
job of a typical medical doctor. However, it appears that doctors mis-
diagnose patient symptoms 5% to 15% of the time (Olson, 2013). In
the demanding environment in which multiple issues compete for a
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manager’s attention, it is likely that misdiagnosis occurs more fre-
quently. Misdiagnosing the causes of performance problems, perhaps
due to attribution biases or time pressures, can lead to more than the
wrong corrective action. A diagnosis mistake can lead workers to con-
clude that managers are leaping to conclusions and that their perfor-
mance judgments and feedback are suspect (Cardy & Leonard, 2011).
Skill at diagnosing causes and effectively conveying these conclusions
are foundational building blocks to effective performance manage-
ment.

� Ability to address performance issues.Managers may have the analyti-
cal skills needed to diagnose causal factors, but they may not be well
equipped to address a performance problem. This category of abili-
ties can encompass a variety of related skills. For example, a situation
may call for a manager to deal with an employee whose work is be-
low acceptable standards or to deal with a team that is not working
well together. A manager may feel he or she lacks the skills needed
to effectively help the worker improve or to resolve the interpersonal
problems occurring in the team. Further, a worker may be engaged in
unacceptable behavior, and the manager may feel ill equipped to ef-
fectively confront the worker. These and other related skills are where
the performance management rubber meets the road. That is, perfor-
mance management is more a dynamic exchange than it is a once-a-
year exercise in evaluation. Annual ratings can be important, but it is
the everyday exchanges that are critical to performance management.

Overall, research has addressed performancemanagement from the per-
spective that it is primarily an evaluation. As a consequence, a great deal of
work has focused on formats and characteristics of ratings. However, perfor-
mance management isn’t just a test and a set of ratings. It is also a manage-
ment function and one that we can help to improve.
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