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Murphy (2008) provides a clear and concise
statement of various models of job perfor-
mance ratings. Indeed, there is much to be
gained, both conceptually and practically,
from such a systematic analysis and articula-
tion. Further, Murphy’s ultimate conclusion,
that an increased focus on better “climates”
for performance rating will result in better
performance ratings, certainly represents
a positive next step for the improvement of
performance evaluation. The organizational
context in which ratings occur is definitely
a vital consideration with respect to the
quality of the performance ratings obtained.
Future research should certainly focus on
defining those aspects of the organizational
context that are most important for high-
quality performance ratings as well as meth-
odologies for evaluating the climate for
performance appraisal in organizations.

Yet, Murphy builds this analysis on a trou-
bling cornerstone. Specifically, as empha-
sized in the title and throughout the paper,
the starting point is the “weak relationship
between job performance and ratings of
job performance.” This premise is particu-
larly troubling in several of its implications.
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Three potential implications stand out: (a)
there is solid evidence that the relationship
between job performance and ratings of
job performance is weak, (b) research on
performance appraisal and rating interven-
tions to date has had little practical impact
on the relationship between ratings and
performance, and (c) future work focusing
on organizational development (OD) type
interventions will lead to a demonstrated im-
provement in the relationship between rat-
ings and performance. These implications
warrant further examination.

Implication 1: There is solid evidence that
the relationship between performance
and job performance is weak.

Arguably, this is one of the most firmly
entrenched tenets of Industrial and Organi-
zational (I-O) psychology—subjective rat-
ings of job performance are poor measures
of actual performance. But I-O psychology
also prides itself on being an empirical, data-
based science. So statements throughout
Murphy’s analysis such as “... most reviews
of performance appraisal research ... sug-
gest that the relationship between job per-
formance and ratings of job performance is
likely to be weak, or at best uncertain” (p.
151, italics added) or “... but it does seem
clear that the relationship between job per-
formance and ratings of job performance is
not likely to be strong” (p. 151, italics added)
are troubling. “Likely to be” or “seem to be”
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are afarcry from “have been shown to be” or
“evidence demonstrates.” Given all the
research to date, why can we not be more
definitive on this point? At a conceptual
level, the answer lies in the fact that we do
not, and probably cannot, ever know the
level of true job performance. Thus, all
efforts to date rely on indirect sources of evi-
dence with respect to the relationship
between ratings and job performance. And
in fact, traditional evidentiary bases for the
supposition that this relationship is weak are
seriously flawed sources of evidence and
thus really say very little as to the nature of
this relationship.

Criteria for evaluation of criterion mea-
sures has been a key concern in the I-O liter-
ature for most of the field’s history (Austin &
Crepin, 2006). The key difficulty is that it is
practically impossible to separate the “what”
from the “how.” That is, it is not possible to
directly assess the relationship between rat-
ings and actual performance in that it is
impossible to operationally define actual per-
formance without using ratings or some other
potentially equally problematic method.
Rather, we are forced to make suppositions
about the relationship between ratings and
performance based on other “evidence.”
Whatiis this other evidence? Four general cat-
egories are reflected in the literature. These
are (a) psychometric rating “errors” (i.e., rat-
ing distributional outcomes), (b) “rating accu-
racy,” (c) information processing errors, and
(d) interrater agreement.

Psychometric Rating Errors

One of the earliest set of criteria for the
evaluation of performance ratings was an
examination of the psychometric and/or
distributional properties of the ratings. The
pervasiveness of negatively skewed, range-
restricted, and moderately to highly inter-
correlated performance ratings is well
documented (Cooper, 1981; Landy & Farr,
1980; Saal, Downey, & Lahey, 1980) and
has been interpreted to indicate the presence
of leniency, central tendency, and halo “rat-
ing errors,” respectively (Saal et al.). These
psychometric errors have been interpreted
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as evidence that ratings contain substantial
amounts of both systematic and nonsystem-
atic performance irrelevant information. Yet,
it is also widely recognized that these psy-
chometric characteristics do not necessarily
reflect “error” (Murphy & Balzer, 1989). That
is, to the extent that rating distributions
reflect actual performance distributions,
these findings are not indicative of rating
error but of true performance. So to what
extent do psychometric properties of ratings
tell us something about the relationship
between actual performance and perfor-
mance ratings? The answer is very little.

Rating Accuracy

As highlighted above, the use of psychomet-
ric rating errors presents a fundamental
problem. That is, it is really impossible to
know the extent to which the observed rating
distributions reflect the actual performance
distributions (Levy & Williams, 2004). Thus,
a good bit of performance appraisal research
has focused on rating accuracy as an alterna-
tive criterion.

Although there are a variety of operation-
alizations of rating accuracy, commontoall is
the requirement of a standard to which ratings
are compared (Roach & Gupta, 1992; Sulsky
& Balzer, 1988). In essence, the more similar
the actual ratings are to the standard, the more
accurate. However, rating accuracy is really
a misnomer in that ratings are not compared
with actual job performance but to another
set of ratings (usually provided by a set of
“expert” raters observing and rating perfor-
mance under optimal conditions). Yet, what
evidence do we have that the “expert ratings”
actually reflect “true performance” or are
“better” than some other set of ratings? None,
and thus we come full circle and all we can
definitely conclude is how one set of ratings
compare with another. Another major limita-
tion of rating accuracy criterion is that they
require a controlled performance for which
expert ratings can be developed and that
same exact performance must subsequently
be presented to raters. This limitation gener-
ally constrains the use of rating accuracy
to controlled laboratory settings, which
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raise important ecological validity questions
(Dipboye, 1990; llgen, Barnes-Farrell, &
McKellin, 1993).

Information Processing Errors

Given the problems associated with the use of
psychometric rating errors and rating accu-
racy as a criterion for the evaluation of perfor-
mance ratings, the literature moved to a
consideration of performance rating as social
information processing (DeNisi, Cafferty, &
Meglino, 1984; Feldman, 1981). Here, the
general idea was that the performance rating
process is best viewed as a specific type of the
more general person perception or attribution
process. As such, it is presumed that ratings
are subject to the wide range of information
processing errors demonstrated in the social
judgment literature. Because of this, the
social judgment literature paints a fairly dis-
mal picture of human social reasoning. And
by extension, performance ratings, as a type
of social judgment, are assumed to be equally
problematic. That is, social information pro-
cessing errors demonstrated in the laboratory
represent inaccurate judgments and thus,
actual performance ratings are likely the
product of flawed judgment processes. How-
ever, a serious limitation of the social judg-
ment literature in general and the job
performance judgment literature in particular
is that it is almost completely laboratory
based. As noted by Funder (1987), such lab-
oratory research has very limited applicabil-
ity to real-life decision making. Specifically,
Funder argues:

Although errors can be highly informative
about the process of judgment in general,
they are not necessarily relevant to the
content or accuracy of particular judg-
ments, because errors in the laboratory
may not be mistakes with respect to
a broader, more realistic frame of refer-
ence and the processes that produce such
errors might lead to correct decisions and
adaptive outcomes in real life. (p. 75)

In short, although the performance infor-
mation processing literature may indicate
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that processing errors may occur, it does
not provide a very good indication of the
extent to which such errors do occur in
applied settings nor, more importantly, the
extent to which they reduce the relationship
between ratings and actual job performance.

Interrater Agreement

Driven to a large extent by the popularity of
multisource feedback systems, there hasbeen
an increasing focus on the level of agreement
both within and between ratings sources. As
noted by Murphy and Viswesvaran, Ones,
and Schmidt (1996), the “Achilles Heel” of
these systems is consistent findings of a lack
of agreement across different rating sources.
But what does this lack of agreement say
about the relationship between job perfor-
mance and ratings? The traditional psycho-
metric argument is that consistency (across
measurements or sources) is necessary but
not sufficient condition for validity. Thus,
alack of consistency precludes validity. How-
ever, there is a long history of debate focusing
on whether or not there should be agreement
across sources (Borman, 1974; Murphy &
DeShon, 2000; Schmidt, Viswesvaran, &
Ones, 2000). Thatis, lack of agreement across
sources may reflect true differences resulting
from differences in perspectives or opportu-
nities to observe performance. Yet, even this
argument may be somewhat moot. Recent
research suggests that findings of low levels
of agreement across rating sources may be
largely artifactual. Specifically, LeBretton,
Burgess, Kaiser, Atchley, and James (2003)
present a convincing case that estimates of
interrater agreement based on intraclass and
Pearson correlations are severely attenuated
because of restriction of range in job perfor-
mance and thus represent substantial under-
estimates of interrater agreement. LeBretton
etal. demonstrate that non—correlation-based
methods of assessing interrater agreement
indicate relatively high levels of agreement.
So what does this tell us about the validity of
job performance ratings. Again, not much.
So in sum, what can we definitively say
about the relationship between job perfor-
mance and ratings of job performance? It
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may be possible to make a logical, theoreti-
cal case that this relationship is likely to be
weak. But we cannot conclude based on
data that this is actually the case. Thus, the
premise that the relationship between per-
formance and ratings of performance is
weak is supported by flawed evidence and
is premature at best.

Implication 2: Research on performance
appraisal and rating interventions to date
has had little practical impact on the rela-
tionship between ratings and performance.

Perhaps the most troubling implication
raised by Murphy is that interventions aimed
at improving the relationship between job
performance and ratings of performance
have largely been ineffective. Here, it is
important to distinguish the interventions
and strategies proposed and evaluated from
the criteria used to evaluate them. If the cri-
teria are problematic, then it becomes
impossible to evaluate whether or not the
interventions are effective. To date, perfor-
mance appraisal interventions have largely
focused on rating scale development and
rater training. Both of these intervention
strategies have been evaluated in terms of
the set of criteria discussed above (i.e., psy-
chometric properties, information process-
ing errors, interrater agreement, and rating
accuracy). Can we conclude from this
research that rating scale development and
rater training are unimportant or ineffective?
I believe not. First, it is not at all clear that the
criteria used provide an adequate evaluation
of the impact of the interventions. Second,
it is important to clearly understand the
nature of the findings to date. For example,
although much of the rating scale literature
indicates that specific scale format may not
lead to major differences in rating outcomes,
itis all predicated on the use of job-relevant
professionally developed scales. So although
it may not matter if one uses behaviorally
anchored ratings scales, behavioral obser-
vation scales, or Likert-type scales, it does
matter that the scales used are based on
a thorough job analysis and incorporate
clear behaviorally based definitions of the

D.J. Woehr

constructs to be evaluated. Similarly, the
rater training literature presents a consistent
picture that providing raters a clear and con-
sistent explanation of what and how they are
supposed to rate along with practice and
feedback doing so, greatly facilitates the rat-
ing process (Woehr & Huffcutt, 1994).

The main point here is that it is premature
at best and erroneous at worst to conclude
that, on the basis of the research to date exam-
ining the impact of rating scale and rater train-
ing interventions on the set of criteria
described above, these interventions are inef-
fective and do not impact the relationship
between ratings and job performance.

Implication 3: Future work on improving
the climate for performance appraisal will
lead to a demonstrated improvement in
the relationship between job perfor-
mance and ratings of job performance.

Murphy ultimately concludes that OD
interventions are more likely to improve the
quality of performance appraisals in organi-
zations than are traditional scale develop-
ment and training interventions. There is
no denying the potential importance of such
OD-based interventions. Certainly, rating
outcomes are determined as much, if not
more so, by rater motivation to provide
high-quality ratings as by the ability to do
so. Itis also clear that this type of intervention
has largely been neglected in the perfor-
mance appraisal literature. But will these
interventions lead to a demonstrated increase
in the relationship between job performance
and ratings of job performance? Given
the aforementioned issues with traditional
rating criteria, the answer is probably no.
That is, will such interventions change the
distributional properties of ratings, increase
rating accuracy, reduce potential informa-
tion processing/attributional biases, or in-
crease interrater agreement? Probably not.

In conclusion, | would like to emphasize
three points. First, before we seek to explain
the weak relationship between job perfor-
mance and ratings of job performance, we
need to know that this relationship is in
fact weak. Murphy contends that the three
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models presented “all agree on one essential
point—i.e., that the relationship between
job performance and ratings of job perfor-
mance is likely to be weak” (p. 157). This is
not strictly true. Rather, all the models pre-
sented suggest that performance ratings are
potentially a function of multiple factors,
only one of which is job performance. None
of the models provide an indication of the
relative magnitude of the impact of these
factors. For this, we must turn to the existing
evidence. But traditional evidentiary bases
for the supposition that this relationship is
weak are seriously flawed and thus really
say very little as to the nature of this relation-
ship. Perhaps it is time that we revisit the
evidence underlying the premise that the
relationship between job performance and
ratings of performance is as dismal as gener-
ally purported.

Second, we must be cautious with respect
to statements about the value or effective-
ness of existing interventions. Given the
potential limitations associated with tradi-
tional evidentiary bases for evaluating per-
formance ratings, it is inappropriate to
conclude that scale development and rater
training are unimportant or ineffective. Fur-
ther, claims that we know all we need to
know about these interventions and relat-
edly calls for research moratoriums are sim-
ilarly unwarranted.

Finally, we should also be cautious about
setting unrealistic expectations with respect
to the impact of OD-based interventions.
Future research should certainly focus on
defining those aspects of the organizational
context that are most important for high
quality performance ratings. Yet, if we con-
tinue to operationally define “high quality”
as we always have, itis not likely that we will
see any stronger evidence on the relation-
ship between ratings and performance than
we have to date. Along these lines, perhaps it
is time to acknowledge that we really do not
know, and likely cannot ever know, what the
true relationship between job performance
and ratings of job performance is. Rather, we
should work to refine existing interventions
as well as develop new interventions that are
as conceptually grounded and methodolog-
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ically rigorous as possible. Clearly, both rater
ability and motivation are important deter-
minants of rating outcomes. Scale develop-
ment and rater training interventions have
largely focused on ability while ignoring
motivation. It is important that we examine
interventions focused on rater motivation.
However, in doing so, it is equally impor-
tant that we do not forget or downplay the
ability component.
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